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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

“AN EVERLASTING SERVICE”: THE AMERICAN AND CANADIAN LEGIONS
REMEMBER THE FIRST WORLD WAR, 1919-1941
The public tends to think of war memorials as fixed monuments, but I argue that
the American and Canadian Legions served as living memorials that acknowledged
veterans’ war-time service by providing service to veterans and to the public. This
dissertation focuses on how Legionnaires interacted with one another and with their local
communities during the interwar years to construct memories of the First World War. By
analyzing local chapter records from Michigan, New York, and Ontario, Canada, this
case study highlights the contrast between the organizations’ national and local activities.
The local posts’ and branches’ wide range of activities complicated the national
organizations’ collective memories of the First World War. A new way to construct a
holistic depiction of veterans’ organizations is to study them as living memorials. From
this perspective, all of their day-to-day activities fulfill the larger purpose of preserving
and perpetuating the memory of their war experiences. At the national level, the
American and Canadian Legions advocated for legislation to benefit veterans, but it was
primarily at the local level where rank-and-file members shaped the Legions’ collective
memories of the war. This study explores elements of those memories, including
sacrifice, service, and camaraderie, through the tensions that sometimes arose between
the national leadership and the local chapters and compares the American and Canadian
Legionnaires’ experiences.

KEYWORDS: World War, 1914-1918, Memory, American Legion, Canadian Legion,
Interorganizational Relationships
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Chapter One: Introduction

On April 7, 1929, over one hundred members and guests of the American
Legion’s Border Cities Post in Windsor, Ontario, gathered to commemorate the United
States’ entry into the World War and to mourn the recent passing of Marshal Ferdinand
Foch. The former Commander-in-Chief of the Allied Armies and honorary member of
the American and Canadian Legions, Foch had died on March 20, 1929. 1 As the
Legionnaires and their guests sat down to dine in the Prince Edward Hotel, Sergeant Eric
Hand of the provincial police and six constables entered the dining room, intending to
arrest the post commander, H. J. Bohme. His post had violated Ontario’s Liquor Control
Act of 1927 which forbade the consumption of alcohol in public. 2 Edward Bethell, the
secretary of Post No. 14 of the Canadian Legion, then approached the police. “‘I’ll take
the rap instead,’” he volunteered. 3 The police agreed to his offer, after which guests paid
Bethell’s bond.
Published in the New York Times the following day, the article describing the
incident lends credence to the stereotype of Legionnaire meetings degenerating into wild
parties where alcohol flowed freely. Indeed, this report mirrors numerous stories that
circulated in the ten years after the Legion’s founding in 1919. Nevertheless, this story
suggests the American Legion’s function as a living memorial to the Great War by which
members transmitted a collective memory of sacrifice, service, and comradeship. Living

1

Passed at the American Legion’s national convention in 1926, Resolution No. 334 designated both Foch
and General John J. Pershing as an honorary commanders. “A Moment in Time,” The American Legion,
http://www.legion.org/moment-in-time/160262/why-was-gen-john-j-pershing-made-honorary-nationalcommander-american-legion (accessed September 2, 2014); The Legionary, April 1929, 8.
2
“Canadian Legionaire [sic] Takes Blame in Raid,” New York Times, April 8, 1929; “Liquor Said Served
to Legion in Canada,” Owosso Argus-Press, April 8, 1929; Scott Thompson and Gary Genosko, Punched
Drunk: Alcohol, Surveillance, and the LCBO, 1927-75 (Halifax: Fernwood Publishing, 2009), 147.
3
“Canadian Legionaire [sic] Takes Blame in Raid,” New York Times, April 8, 1929.
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memorials acknowledge the service of veterans by providing service. 4 In the past, the
concept of a living memorial has always referred to a piece of infrastructure, such as a
library or stadium. 5 Frank Jewett Mather, Jr., professor of art at Princeton University, in
1919 pronounced that living memorials “daily [impress] the memorial idea upon its
visitants. It seems to me the right modern type.” 6 This kind of memorial also appealed to
everyday Americans who considered them “worthy and worthwhile.” 7 For example,
Legionnaire John Prowse, the commander of the Astoria Post in Long Island, New York,
declared in 1925 that “All the veterans in Long Island City could use a memorial
building,” 8 in preference to a figurative monument. One of the American Legion’s
founders, Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., suggested that both monuments and memorial
buildings did little for both the war dead and the survivors and claimed in 1931 that the
Great War veterans needed a different type of memorial altogether: ‘“If the living could
talk with the dead, they would find that they did not want great buildings dedicated to
their memories or monuments to keep alive the purpose for which they died. They would
seek to have those who were left to carry on devote their time and energy to making the
country a better place to live.’” 9 Though the traditional description of a living memorial
implies a building or piece of infrastructure, I argue that the concept also applies to the
core functions of veterans’ organizations, such as the American and Canadian Legions,

4

The Bureau of Memorial Buildings, Community Buildings as War Memorials, bulletin no. 9.
National Committee on Memorial Buildings, For Living Tributes to Those Who Served in the Great War
for Liberty and Democracy (New York: The Committee, 1919), preface; The Bureau of Memorial
Buildings of War Camp Community Service, Community Buildings as War Memorials (New York: The
Bureau, 1919), bulletin no. 9; “War Camp Community Service Backs Memorial Building Movement,” The
American City 21 (July-December 1919), 30.
6
Frank Jewett Mather, Jr., “Fine Monuments,” The American Magazine of Art 10, no. 7 (May 1919): 268.
7
R. M. Ogden, “Editorial Comment,” The High School Journal 2, no. 3 (March 1919): 81.
8
“Opposes War Monument,” New York Times, May 28, 1925.
9
The Border Cities Star, September 21, 1931.
5
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engaged in the kinds of activities that Roosevelt described. 10 This dissertation expands
our understanding of the role(s) of collective memories within veterans’ organizations by
applying this definition and by exploring the Legions’ activities from within multiple
levels of the organizations.
“An Everlasting Service” analyzes these collective memories and how veterans’
associations constructed them through such everyday activities as visiting disabled
comrades, holding memorial services, and hosting dances and other types of socials to
benefit ex-servicemen. It investigates how members’ wartime experiences shaped the
associations’ activities. American Legion historian Thomas A. Rumer acknowledges in
The American Legion: An Official History (1989) that “an organization with so many
sides and surfaces tends to be known in parts.” 11 Over the years, scholars have described
the American Legion as a “pressure group” dedicated to national defense, “a position that
was deeply at odds with the optimistic vision of international brotherhood upheld by
Wilsonian progressives and pacifists.” 12 More recently, historians have begun to consider
the American Legion’s “embrace of veterans’ internationalism,” despite its “kinship to
the far-right groups of Europe.” 13 A new way to construct a holistic depiction of

10
According to historian Andrew M. Shanken, the first serious debate about living memorials arose after
World War I, although the concept dates back to the Civil War, but the term has always been associated
with some type of structure. Andrew M. Shanken, “Planning Memory: Living Memorials in the United
States during World War II,” The Art Bulletin 84, no. 1 (Mar., 2002): 131-132. Professor Steven Trout
notes that American Legion halls are classified as living memorials in his article on World War I memorials
in Kansas, but he does not extend the definition to the organization itself. Steven Trout, “Forgotten
Reminders: Kansas World War I Memorials,” Kansas History 29, no. 3 (Autumn 2006): 202, 208-209.
11
Thomas Rumer, The American Legion: An Official History, 1919-1989 (New York: M. Evans and Co.,
Inc. 1989), 1-2.
12
Roscoe Baker, The American Legion and American Foreign Policy (New York: Bookman Associates,
1954), 7; Steven Trout, On the Battlefield of Memory: The First World War and American Remembrance,
1919-1941 (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 2010), 44.
13
Stephen R. Ortiz, “Well-Armed Internationalism: American Veteran Organizations and the Crafting of an
‘Associated Veterans’ Internationalism, 1919-1939” in The Great War and Veterans’ Internationalism
edited by Julia Eichenberg and John Paul Newman (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 54; Brooke L.
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veterans’ organizations is to study them as living memorials. From this perspective, all of
their activities fulfill the larger purpose of preserving and perpetuating memory of their
war experiences.
The American Legion’s function as a living memorial became clear when former
Allied Supreme Commander Ferdinand Foch visited Indianapolis on November 4, 1921.
The American Legion had recently selected Indianapolis as the permanent site for its
national headquarters due to its central location and conservative political climate, and
Foch had agreed to participate in the dedication of the headquarters’ cornerstone. He had
great respect for the veterans’ organization and once remarked that the “whole future of
America was in the Legion.” 14 The wording of the invitation to the dedication suggests
the distinctive place the American Legion would occupy in post-war society. 15 The war
memorial in Indianapolis would house an organization of living people who preserved
their memory of the war and who shaped and transmitted it through their activities.
The manner in which Legionnaires reminisced, however, contributed to a
stereotype that has obscured the nature of this collective memory. By many accounts,
American Legion conventions deserved their notorious reputation. The convention
presented an opportunity to relive old times. Often fueled by alcohol, these reminiscences
tainted the Legion’s reputation. Privately, and sometimes publicly, Legion leaders agreed
with their critics. Historian William Pencak observes that “the Minnesota Department, in
1925, informed post adjutants that ‘fun is the finest thing in the world when it is fun. But

Blower, Becoming Americans in Paris: Transatlantic Politics and Culture between the World Wars
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 189.
14
The American Legion, “Proceedings of the Fourth Annual Convention, The American Legion, The
Department of Indiana” (September 25, 1922), 76, in the Indiana Department Headquarters, Indianapolis.
15
Indiana Historical Commission, Marshal Foch Day; November 4, 1921: Official Record of the
Celebration Given in Honor of Marshal Ferdinand Foch, Indianapolis, November 4, 1921 (Indianapolis:
IN: Indiana Historical Commission, 1922), 21.
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fun as portrayed by open drunkenness, open gambling, even lewdness, fighting, etc. only
places a stigma on the Legion.’” 16 This stereotype characterizes not only the American
Legion but the Canadian Legion as well, and its persistence may explain why many
scholars have largely dismissed the significance of these gatherings. 17 If, however,
remembrance constituted one of the reasons why veterans established these associations,
then their meetings deserve examination, especially at the local level where members
exercised the greatest influence on their communities.
Themes
Three themes emerge from Legion functions, such as the Border Cities Post’s
commemoration. First, the Legionnaires ascribed great importance to sacrifice and
honored those people, such as Marshal Foch, who had risked their lives to protect justice,
freedom, and democracy. Both the American and Canadian Legions pledged to remember
those who made the ultimate sacrifice, as well. As a result, the Legionnaires assumed an
active role in shaping the memory of the First World War in the public sphere. Primarily
analyzing issues of the American Legion’s magazine, literary scholar Steven Trout
reaffirms in On the Battlefield of Memory: The First World War and American
Remembrance, 1919-1941 (2010) that the American veterans crafted a celebratory
narrative that they perpetuated in their posts, yet he does not cite any of the local units’
records or local histories. 18 As a result, what individual members thought about their
association’s activities and how they participated in forming collective memories of the
16

William Pencak, For God & Country: The American Legion, 1919-1941 (Boston: Northeastern
University Press, 1989), 97.
17
Deborah Thien acknowledges the devolution of the perception of the Canadian Legion branch in her
essay “Death and Bingo?: The Royal Canadian Legion’s Unexpected Spaces of Emotion,” in Emotion,
Place, and Culture, ed. Mick Smith (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009), 207-226.
18
Steven Trout, On the Battlefield of Memory: The First World War and American Remembrance, 19191941 (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 2010), 85.
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war are missing. By analyzing local units’ records, this study examines how individual
members characterized their wartime experiences and compares the American and
Canadian Legions’ conceptualization of sacrifice. 19
Allied military leaders and later, veterans’ organizations, labored to construct
public memories of a just war in which their soldiers won the victory, saved civilization
from the Central Powers, and preserved peace. This dissertation investigates how the
Legionnaires contributed to their nations’ memories of the war through their daily
interactions with the public in their local communities and abroad. American and
European governments appropriated the soldier to construct and reinforce national
identity in order to craft commemorations to unite a pluralistic society. 20 Contestations
over the ownership of war memory marked every commemoration, as various groups,
such as the American Legion and other veterans’ associations, insisted that they were the
most qualified protectors of the war’s heritage.
The perceived need for a unifying narrative crossed geographic boundaries. My
study is the first to compare and contrast the Canadian and American Legions’ collective
memories of the war. Canada also desired memorials that projected traditional ideals to
counteract class and ethnic divisions, strikes, and radical threats. Canada’s war narrative,
like most of the Dominions’, celebrated the soldiers’ battlefield performance while
mourning the loss of the fallen and portrayed the war as a rite of passage for colonies to
become nations. 21 Some nations, including the United States and Canada, believed that
they had something to prove in the First World War. For example, historian Jonathan
19

Jonathan William Franklin Vance, Death So Noble: Memory, Meaning, and the First World War
(Vancouver: UBC, 1997), 136.
20
G. Kurt Piehler, Remembering War the American Way (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian, 2004), 94.
21
Mark David Sheftall, Altered Memories of the Great War: Divergent Narratives of Britain, Australia,
New Zealand, and Canada (London: I. B. Tauris, 2009), 5.
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Vance states in Death So Noble: Memory, Meaning, and the First World War (1997) that
the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) represented Canada overseas and came to
personify the country. Once dependent upon England, the soldiers in the CEF saw the
war as an opportunity to assert their strength and capability and contributed to the myth
of the Canadian as a rugged outdoorsman, even though most soldiers hailed from the
cities. 22
Second, the Legionnaires associated sacrifice with service. As soldiers, they
expected to make sacrifices for the good of their countries, and their service continued
when they returned home. Historian William Pencak, author of For God & Country: The
American Legion, 1919-1941 (1989), was one of the first scholars to examine the
American Legion’s influence on American politics and culture in the interwar era. 23 A
key part of his study is his analysis of the Legion’s ideology, particularly its definition of
Americanism. 24 Pencak’s discussion overlooks the influence of the Legionnaires’
memories of the war, however. This study explores how the Legions used their war
memories to justify and to direct their service to their communities in the post-war era.
One reason these ex-servicemen established the Legions was to help their former
comrades adjust to civilian life. 25 They believed that their military service had granted

22

Vance, Death So Noble, 161.
William Pencak, For God & Country: The American Legion, 1919-1941 (Boston: Northeastern
University Press, 1989).
24
Ibid., 5-6.
25
For organizational histories of the American Legion, see Marquis James, A History of the American
Legion (New York: W. Green, 1923); Richard Seelye Jones, A History of the American Legion
(Indianapolis, IN: The Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1946); Raymond Moley, Jr., The American Legion Story (New
York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1966); William Pencak, For God & Country: The American Legion, 19191941 (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1989); and Thomas Rumer, The American Legion: An
Official History, 1919-1989 (New York: M. Evans & Co., Inc., 1989). For organizational histories of the
Canadian Legion, see Clifford H. Bowering, Service: The Story of the Canadian Legion, 1925-1960
(Ottawa: The Canadian Legion, 1960) and Jack Jarvie and Diana Swift, The Royal Canadian Legion, 19261986 (Toronto: Discovery Books, 1985), 27.
23
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them a unique status, and they emphasized their military service when lobbying for
financial compensation and better hospital care for disabled veterans. In Beyond the
Bonus March and GI Bill: How Veteran Politics Shaped the New Deal Era (2010)
historian Stephen R. Ortiz traces how the American Legion used its influence in the fight
for veterans’ benefits during the 1930s, and this dissertation will demonstrate how
memories of their military service shaped both the American and Canadian Legions’
approaches to advocating for veterans.
Third, Legionnaires situated near the Canadian-U.S. border fraternized with each
other and valued their camaraderie. These interactions complicate Steven Trout’s
portrayal of the American Legion as an organization exclusively focused on
Americanism and militarism. 26 Early histories show that the organization did take an
active role in establishing goodwill among former Allied nations with whom they shared
a common bond forged on the Western Front. Exploring transnational interactions among
veterans at their conventions informs our understanding of the development of
international conferences and veterans’ policy. 27
Focusing on the Legion’s anti-radicalism and militarism has obscured its efforts
to promote comradeship and peace among veterans from former Allied nations. By
supporting international veterans’ organizations, the Legion also perpetuated ideals for
which soldiers had fought during the war. This study will examine how the Legion’s war
narrative informed its activities to ensure peace. The Legion recognized the need to
maintain peace but not at the expense of compromising the US’s safety. Theirs was a

26

Trout, On the Battlefield of Memory, 44.
For recent studies on the development of veterans’ internationalism, see Julia Eichenberg and John Paul
Newman, The Great War and Veterans’ Internationalism (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013) and Bruno
Cabanes, The Great War and the Origins of Humanitarianism, 1918-1924 (London: Cambridge, 2014).

27
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“militant pacifism,” as Stephen R. Ortiz describes. 28 By participating in such
organizations as the Inter-Allied Federation of Ex-Servicemen (FIDAC), the Legion
demonstrated its desire to cooperate with some foreign veterans’ associations. FIDAC
was a loose confederation of veterans’ organizations of which the Legion was the largest
member. The creation of FIDAC stemmed from the desire to preserve individual and
collective friendship with ex-soldiers of Allied countries. The Legion’s organizational
histories usually discuss the creation of FIDAC in the context of the Legion’s pilgrimages
to France in 1921 and 1927. 29 Even though the Legion’s national leaders may have
exaggerated their role in FIDAC and their reception in France in order to enhance the
Legion’s reputation, the very mention of these activities highlights a seldom-discussed
aspect of veterans’ associations among scholars. 30 Although historians tend to analyze
and segregate associations by their national affiliation, veterans, whatever their
nationality, often worked for the same goals and occasionally collaborated with their
international counterparts, as in the case of FIDAC. Although posts demonstrated
awareness of international affairs by collecting donations for European refugees, for
example, rank-and-file Legionnaires primarily concentrated on their relationships with
their local communities.
That nations continued to cultivate their relationships with their allies in an
uncertain post-war era makes sense. As Professor Bruno Cabanes argues, “World War I
strengthened the solidarity among countries and their allies, as well as the feeling of
28

Stephen R. Ortiz, “Well-Armed Internationalism,” in The Great War and Veterans’ Internationalism, ed.
Julia Eichenberg and John Paul Newman (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013), 55.
29
Marcus Duffield, King Legion (New York: Jonathan Cape & Harrison Smith, Inc., 1938), 146; Richard
Seelye Jones, A History of the American Legion (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merill Co., 1946), 22.
30
One of the most recent examinations of the Legion’s Paris pilgrimage in 1927 is “Well-Armed
Internationalism” by Stephen R. Ortiz in The Great War and Veterans’ Internationalism, ed. Julia
Eichenberg and John Paul Newman (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013), 53-74.
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belonging to a global world.” 31 Cabanes traces the development of international
conferences, such as the Conference Internationale des Associations de Mutilés et
Anciens Combattants (CIAMAC) which served as a forerunner to non-governmental
organizations. 32 This international conference comprised veterans’ associations from all
over Europe; however, Cabanes notes that more conservative organizations, such as the
American and British Legions, did not participate. 33 Nevertheless, the American Legion
did not function in isolation. Its participation in FIDAC, its pilgrimages to France, and its
fraternization with the Canadian Legion demonstrate its interest in international affairs
that affected veterans’ issues. Exploring transnational interactions among veterans at the
local level informs our understanding of the development of international conferences.
Local cases of fraternization between the American and Canadian Legionnaires, for
example, provided a foundation for more formal collaboration on veterans’ policy.
Theoretical Concepts
Although American Legion delegates did conduct important business at their
conventions, some veterans tended to view these meetings as a vacation. Nevertheless,
newspaper articles and the Legions’ records indicate they discussed serious matters
during their conventions, such as veterans’ welfare. Furthermore, as they debated these
issues, they invoked memories of their military service. By advocating for veterans, both
associations served as literal and figurative living memorials to the First World War.
Philosopher Maurice Halbwachs theorized that people acquire their memories in
society. He asserts, “One may say that the individual remembers by placing himself in the

31

Bruno Cabanes, The Great War and the Origins of Humanitarianism, 1918-1924 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2014), 14.
32
Ibid., 73.
33
Ibid., 68.
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perspective of the group, but one may also affirm that the memory of the group realizes
and manifests itself in individual memories.” 34 In other words, the individual and the
collective inform and reinforce each other’s memories. Memory is a social construction,
and the act of remembering occurs in a larger social framework. Although Halbwachs
spoke of society in general, I understand his theory to apply to smaller groups within
society, such as veterans’ organizations, that have certain objectives in forming
memories. Halbwachs’ theory only explains part of this process, however. Historian
Robert Rutherdale affirms the necessity of examining the local community’s response to
veterans: he interprets the veterans’ efforts to recapture a sense of belonging as a series of
interactions with the public. 35 As living memorials, the Legions derive a good deal of
their significance from their relationship with the public.
Through these acts which composed the conventions and their local activities, the
Legionnaires participated in a “collective remembrance” of the war. 36 As historian Jay
Winter has observed, “signifying practices” have captured scholars’ attention during the
memory boom of the late twentieth century and beyond. 37 Scholars have largely focused
on the ritual of building war memorials. Speaking of the erection of war memorials,
Winter argues, “The collective remembrance of old soldiers and the victims of war is … a
quixotic act. It is an effort to think publicly about painful issues in the past, an effort

34

Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, ed. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1950), 40.
35
Robert Rutherdale, Hometown Horizons: Local Responses to Canada’s Great War (Vancouver: UBC
Press, 2004), xx-xxi.
36
Jay Winter, Remembering War: The Great War between Memory and History in the Twentieth Century
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 4-5.
37
Ibid., 8.
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which is bound to fade over time.” 38 Concerning themselves with the past and the present
allowed the Legionnaires to remain relevant, much like living memorials.
In addition to building war memorials, scholars have analyzed ephemeral
practices, such as observing a moment of silence on Armistice Day or wearing poppies to
commemorate the war. Adrian Gregory, author of The Silence of Memory: Armistice Day
1919-1946 (1994), explains that the need to promote unity and integration in an unsettled
political climate made a ritual like the silence attractive to Britain’s leaders. This
proposed ritual, moreover, encompassed multiple groups affected by the war, such as the
bereaved, children, veterans, and the dead. Participants could imbue the silence with their
own personal meaning; whereas donning a poppy carried a more direct message. 39
Inspired by John McCrae’s poem “In Flanders Fields,” wearing a poppy on Armistice
Day simultaneously commemorated the sacrifices of the dead and showed support for
veterans who manufactured the artificial flowers. 40 Gregory traces how the symbol of this
ritual gradually became commoditized and thus has lost some of its power. 41 Likewise,
the stereotypes surrounding the Legionnaires’ meetings have diminished their
significance in the public’s perception. Cities may vie for the opportunity to host a
convention in order to reap the economic rewards, but people disregard the importance of
the meetings themselves. For The Canadian Legion branches, commemorative practices
usually involved presiding over Armistice Day (renamed Remembrance Day in 1931)
ceremonies or overseeing the annual Poppy Day campaign, which coincided with
Remembrance Day. Canadian Legion historian Clifford H. Bowering explains,
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“Remembrance Day and all connected with it epitomizes their avowed purpose—service
to the veteran; honour the dead but remember the living.” 42 This dissertation compares
the Canadian and American Legions’ commemorative practices in order to ascertain the
organizations’ influence on each other during the interwar years.
Not only are these ephemeral practices inclusive, but they also transcend place.
Conventions, on the other hand, do not transcend place. The conventions represented a
confluence of place and space. 43 The decision to hold a convention in a particular city
transformed that place into a space in which veterans embedded their narratives. 44
Although the location of the conventions changed annually, their format remained
consistent to ensure delegates had opportunities to voice their opinions. The
Legionnaires’ conventions, however, restricted participation in this open space to its
members and invited guests. Amidst the confluence of local and national events and
international exchanges with foreign veterans, a collective memory of the war emerged,
as Legionnaires debated policy matters. 45 They then used this memory to help them effect
change by stressing their special status in society as veterans. I, therefore, use the
conventions as a device to launch my examination of the Legionnaires as living
memorials. I begin each chapter with a convention and then widen my analysis to include
the local units’ construction of war memories.
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Societal Factors
The basic unit of the American Legion is the post, and posts located in a state
comprise a department. Posts may also be established in US territories and foreign
countries. Departments approve the applications for new posts and promote the national
organization’s programs. The National Executive Committee administers the
organization between national conventions and is composed of the National Commander,
the National Vice Commanders, one National Executive Committeeman, and one
alternate from each Department. 46 The Royal Canadian Legion follows a similar
organizational hierarchy with branches, provincial commands, and a dominion
command. 47
Post histories and publications, county histories, and interviews with
Legionnaires are rich in information regarding commemorations, and these types of
sources can enhance our understanding of veterans’ roles in their communities. Studies
such as David M. Kennedy’s Over Here: The First World War and American Society
(1980) and Steven Trout’s On the Battlefield of Memory: The First World War and
American Remembrance, 1919-1941 (2010) acknowledge the American Legion’s
influence in crafting America’s public memory of the First World War, but because they
draw primarily from the national organization’s records, such as the periodical The
American Legion Monthly, they miss the nuances that the local chapters contributed.
Kennedy comments, “The Legion ... shrewdly blotted from mind rankling recollections
of military hierarchy and discipline, freeing the memory to dwell on more positive
46
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wartime themes,” and Trout concludes, “For virtually the entire interwar period, then, the
American Legion’s construction of the First World War remained remarkably consistent,
weathering federal corruption, changing tastes within popular culture, repressive
violence, and the national drift toward isolationism.” 48 This study focuses on how
everyday veterans performed in their designated spaces and how they interacted with one
another and within their local communities to construct memories of the First World War.
The local posts’ and branches’ wide range of activities present a new paradigm in which
to study the organizations’ national commitment to perpetuate the memory of the First
World War. 49 Moreover, by analyzing the local chapter records from several
communities in different regions, this dissertation highlights the regional contrast
between national and local activities and collective memories.
American Legion organizational histories emphasize the organization’s
egalitarianism and inclusivity. Yet in For God & Country: The America Legion, 19191941, William Pencak includes a remark by National Commander Franklin D’Olier that
indicates the average Legionnaire felt disconnected from national headquarters but not
from the organization itself. D’Olier commented that the typical Legionnaire believed
“‘the less we hear from Indianapolis the better.’” 50 A key part of Pencak’s analysis
centers on his exploration of the Legion’s influence in local communities. Until his book
appeared in 1989, few studies had broached this topic, but For God & Country
exemplifies a general historiographical trend in exploring movements and organizations
48
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from the perspective of individual members. By concluding his study with a chapter on
the Legion’s presence in communities, Pencak presents scholars with an opportunity for
future inquiries into the roles of class and gender in the Legion. 51 His inclusion of
Commander Hanford MacNider’s opinion “that if Legionnaires focused only on veterans’
issues it would appear that they ‘were just looking for handouts’” indicates not only the
diversity of the organization’s endeavors but also the unplumbed depths remaining for
historians. 52 My examination of the posts’ records reveals how the rank-and-file
Legionnaires and the upper-class members of the National Executive Committee that
governed the organization often differed in their understanding and execution of the
association’s objectives, one of which was the preservation of the memory of their
wartime experiences. 53
Although the American Legion’s leadership denied that class played a role in the
organization, local histories, as well as a recent study by Stephen R. Ortiz, suggest a
divide between national headquarters and the state departments and posts. 54 Whether the
difference stems from class or from conflicting ideas about the Legion’s agenda is
unclear. Although the Legionnaires pledged themselves to the idea of service, they
sometimes differed as to the form that service should take, and historians have rarely
approached these debates from the local chapters’ perspectives. Examining the posts’ and
branches’ records will reveal how greatly the individual Legionnaires and their leaders,
who primarily hailed from the upper classes, differed in their understanding of the

51

Ibid., 280-285
Ibid., 280.
53
The American Legion Preamble to the Constitution, http://www.legion.org/preamble (accessed January
3, 2015).
54
Stephen R. Ortiz, Beyond the Bonus March and GI Bill: How Veteran Politics Shaped the New Deal Era
(New York: New York University Press, 2012), 25.
52

16

organizations’ goals, one of which was the preservation of the memory of their wartime
experiences. Although the organizational histories acknowledge the states’ power in their
discussion of the association’s hierarchy, they generally avoid exploring the ramifications
of this situation. Case studies that center on the Legion’s activities in a particular state
incorporate primary sources that the national organizational histories generally omit. 55
Post records and histories reveal how ordinary veterans participated in the organization
and how they may have deviated from the national administration’s agenda by ignoring
some directives or improvising on others. Nevertheless, a case study limited to one state
produces conclusions that may apply only to that area. An examination of several posts in
different states, for instance, could better determine the nature of the class and regional
tensions.
Although the American Legion prided itself on its inclusivity, the national
leaders’ deference to state organizations made it difficult for African American veterans
to participate, especially in the South. Since the majority of white Legionnaires refused to
share their posts with black veterans and balked at the idea of blacks shaping the
organization’s policy, the national leadership allowed the state departments to issue
charters for new posts. As a result, Southern departments denied black veterans the
opportunity to organize posts, and Southern posts refused to admit them. In other parts of
the country, African Americans formed segregated posts, or in some cases, joined
integrated posts. 56 Historian Jennifer D. Keene notes, “In 1925, the Legion recognized
100 black posts, with an overall membership of 1,862, out of approximately 380,000
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potential members. By 1930, the Legion could boast of 3,557 black members, but the
number of posts had dropped to 43.” 57 Records from African-American posts are sparse,
thus preventing this study from exploring their activities in depth.
Nationality and ethnicity proved less of a barrier for the organization, as the
American Legion often reached out to foreign veterans who shared their ideals. Like the
American Legion, the Canadian Legion proclaimed its commitment to all veterans,
regardless of class. The American and Canadian Legions’ ostensible commitment to
egalitarianism was but one characteristic they shared. Members of both associations
fought in the First World War as allies, and both used the war as an opportunity to
strengthen their national identities. American Legion posts and Canadian Legion
branches situated near the Canadian-U.S. border naturally fraternized with each other.
These interactions complicate the American Legion’s portrayal as a jingoistic
organization. 58 The American Legion defined and committed itself to a set of ideals
intertwined with members’ wartime experiences; therefore, its fellowship with The
Canadian Legion suggests that it privileged love of country, freedom, and justice over
nationality. The American Legion’s efforts to maintain an international presence have
received scant attention, yet early histories show that the organization did take an active
role in establishing goodwill among former Allied nations, and sometimes former
enemies, with whom they shared a common bond.
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Chapter Organization
This dissertation analyzes the Legionnaires’ activities through the prism of four
conventions held during the years 1919 to 1941. Each chapter explores how the Legions’
activities shape and reflect a collective war memory of sacrifice, service, and
camaraderie. The first chapter traces the associations’ establishment. The second chapter
opens with the American Legion’s 1926 New York State Convention where delegates
expressed concerns about fluctuating membership and welcomed representatives from the
newly-formed Canadian Legion. The third chapter highlights two Legion pilgrimages to
Paris in 1927 and 1936, and the fourth examines the challenges facing Legionnaires
during the Great Depression at the American Legion National Convention in Detroit and
their participation in the Bonus March in 1932. The study concludes with the American
and Canadian Legionnaires gathering in Toronto to reaffirm their solidarity in July 1941.
The harmony that existed between like-minded veterans, whatever their
nationality, developed in part because of events, such as the Border Cities Post’s
commemoration. Solidarity among veterans thrived on fellowship and shared memories.
Furthermore, this gathering illustrated the importance Legionnaires ascribed to sacrifice,
for Foch, an honorary Legionnaire, had devoted his life to serving his country and to
protecting principles the Legion held dear.
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Finally, the Americans convened to mark the beginning of their own service that began
when the US entered the war on April 6, 1917. The posts and branches initiated the
construction of a multi-faceted collective memory of the First World War, and the
Legionnaires’ conventions further cultivated it. By revisiting several conferences, the
following chapters trace how a living memorial maintained its narrative and retained its
significance to society.

Copyright © Mary E. Osborne 2016.

20

Chapter Two: 1919-1925: Origins and Idealism

Introduction
When interviewed at his home in New York in 1919 about the new veterans’
association meeting in Paris, one of its founders, Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., explained that
its purpose was “promoting comradeship and serving the nation by keeping alive the
spirit which has caused American citizens to make such great sacrifices.” 1 The first
generation of members of this association, later christened the American Legion, saw
these goals as intertwined. By preserving the bonds of friendship forged during the Great
War, the Legionnaires wanted to keep their memories of the war alive, and they
employed this collective memory to serve their fellow veterans and the country better.
Indeed, they determined that their service did not end with the signing of the armistice.
The American Legion’s founders dedicated themselves to rekindling that elusive spirit
that encompassed camaraderie, glory, and patriotism. This chapter analyzes their
idealism, particularly their goal to create an inclusive organization that represented a
cross-section of society, and it explores how Legion leaders sometimes fell short of their
objective.
Unlike its main rival, the Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW), the American Legion
purported to accept all who served honorably whether at home or abroad. Through its
emphasis on continuing service, the American Legion would, in theory, allow no veteran
to be forgotten. Its founders planned from the beginning to construct a living memorial
that would speak for all classes, races, and sexes. The organization’s design reflected the
founders’ belief that the world war was inclusive and an equalizer of classes, races, and
1
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ethnicities in the US. Moreover, Legionnaires welcomed those who shared their values,
such as their former Canadian allies. The American Legion’s efficiency and success
impressed the organizers of the Canadian Legion. The Canadian Legion, like the
American Legion, offered not only inclusivity but unity among disparate advocacy
groups for returned soldiers who had served in a war that many remembered as a right of
passage for Canada. The similarities between the two organizations and their past
association in the war made possible future fraternization during the interwar years. In the
unique challenges they encountered, both associations benefited from young, enthusiastic
leaders who emphasized continuing service to meet veterans’ needs and to protect their
legacy.
The American Legion’s Origins
Although the armistice had ended the world war hostilities in 1918, American
soldiers stationed throughout Europe could not return home all at once. The state of the
soldiers’ morale concerned American Expeditionary Forces (AEF) commander General
John Pershing, who met with members of his staff as well as officers from the Reserve
and National Guards on February 15-16, 1919. 2 As the twenty officers discussed ways to
boost the morale of the AEF, Lt. Col. Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., mentioned the idea of a
veterans’ association “…which should originate in the AEF, then organize in the United
States, taking in all who served in the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps.” 3
Roosevelt explained that the new association should preserve the soldiers’ unity
of purpose and action and, in peace-time, further the ideals and objectives for which they
had served. Equally as important, he wanted to ensure the care of disabled veterans.
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Some officers also suggested that the organization should promote national preparedness
through universal military training. Upon its entry into the war, the US had relied upon
the British and French to supply most of its artillery, tanks, planes, and guns.
Furthermore, it had taken months to assemble, to train, and to equip the AEF. If the Great
War did not prove to be the war to end all wars, they reasoned, America should be better
prepared to defend herself. The men discussed other topics at this meeting such as
American political power and the danger of radicalism. After the armistice, American
doughboys had begun to fraternize with Germans who talked about the Bolshevik
Revolution and mutinies in the German and French armies. 4 The specter of communism
loomed over Europe, and the officers feared that left-wing doctrines might infect the
troops abroad and that they would link up with Bolshevik factions back home.
Furthermore, American bankers and businessmen who had recently visited Europe
worried that returning soldiers might join the radical International Workers of the World
(IWW). The officers also conferred with one another about the immigrants who ceased
filing their citizenship papers to evade conscription and had remained safe in America
while the AEF had risked their lives defending freedom. 5
Despite these pressing concerns, the men limited their decisions to launching the
veterans’ organization and to boosting morale. They decided that two organizational
meetings should be held—one in Paris and one in the US. 6 At the conclusion of the
meeting, Pershing issued orders for the officers to estimate the morale situation and to
make suggestions for the improvement of the enlisted personnel’s welfare. The following
recommendations resulted from Pershing's order: to establish comprehensive programs
4
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for recreation; to authorize leave for travel, study, and entertainment; and to send the men
home in the order in which they had arrived in France. 7
The officers formed a Committee of Twenty to prepare for the Paris caucus and to
promote interest in the veterans’ organization among the AEF. George A. White, Eric
Fisher Wood, and Ralph D. Cole—the Committee of Three—shouldered the
responsibility of arranging the Paris caucus of representatives from each combat division,
General Headquarters, and other AEF branches. 8 Since all three men had either
administrative or political experience, they were well-suited to their roles. 9 George A.
White served in the Spanish-American War and attained the rank of sergeant. He later
became adjutant general of the Oregon National Guard, and when the US entered the war,
he received a promotion to the rank of colonel connected with the AEF’s General
Headquarters. After helping establish the American Legion, White assumed the
responsibilities of temporary editor and general manager for its periodical The American
Legion Weekly. 10 Eric Fisher Wood studied architecture in Paris before the war broke out
and then volunteered as an attaché at the American Embassy. He also spent a few months
in the American Ambulance Corps before returning to the US where he served as vicepresident of the National Security League from 1915-1917. Since the US had yet to enter
the war, Wood enlisted in the British Army and rose to the rank of major, but once the
US declared war on Germany, Wood accepted a commission of major in the US army
and served as chief of staff for the 88th Division. 11 Before enlisting in the army in June
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1917, Ralph D. Cole had served as a state representative in Ohio and as a US
Congressman. He achieved the rank of lieutenant colonel in the 37th Division. 12
Wood and Cole spread information and tried to arouse enthusiasm among the
enlisted men by writing to all commands as well as to the European and American press.
White reiterated to all combat divisions and sections of Services and Supply the
importance of Wood's correspondence. Through his newspaper contacts, White helped
publicize the Legion. In those early years, he traveled throughout France, Luxembourg,
and occupied Germany dispelling doubts about the organization. Concerns arose among
some American soldiers that the association would promote militarism or that it was a
political move on the part of Col. Roosevelt. 13 They would voice these concerns at the
impending caucus.
On March 15, 1919, several hundred curious delegates descended on No. 4
Avenue Gabriel, the chosen venue for the caucus near the Place de la Concorde. 14 Of the
450 registrants, only 230 attended. Apparently, many men had chosen to enjoy a vacation
in Paris instead. 15 Nevertheless, the venue was crowded. The caucus moved two days
later to the more spacious Cirque de Paris, an old playhouse. Delegates quickly elected
Lt. Col. Bennett Champ Clark of Missouri temporary chairman of the caucus. Clark, the
son of the former Speaker of the House Champ Clark, served as a parliamentarian of the
US House of Representatives from 1913-1917. 16 His election as chairman helped to

12

Biographical Directory of the United States Congress, s.v. “Ralph Dayton Cole,”
http://bioguide.congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=C000612 (accessed August 24, 2015).
13
Moley. Jr., American Legion Story, 51.
14
Ibid., 53.
15
Pencak, For God & Country, 54.
16
Ibid., 60.

25

dispel the myth that Roosevelt intended to benefit politically from the organization.
Roosevelt was a Republican, but Clark was a Democrat.
The caucus was composed of two seven-hour sessions whose purpose was purely
to lay the foundations of the Legion. 17

Therefore, the delegates refrained from

committing the Legion on potentially divisive issues, such as the League of Nations.
Byron Waggoner, one of the middle-class Americans who attended the caucus, later
explained that once the war ended, “We had no money, we had no work, we had no house
to stay in. We didn’t want that to happen when we returned to the States, so we started
planning this group.” 18 His memory suggests that the initial meeting focused on
articulating the organization’s overall mission, and it speaks to the leaders’ vision of
combining commemoration and advocacy. His recollection lends credence to the idea of
the Legion as a living memorial established to serve veterans, whether they were officers
or enlisted men. The caucus unanimously voted to waive all considerations of rank. This
decision hinted at the cross-section of American society the Legion sought to represent.
The founders of the Legion hailed from the upper echelons of society, and many
of the leaders were in some way connected with the Plattsburg Movement that
emphasized military preparedness. 19 Prior to American involvement in the war, the leader
of this movement, Major General Leonard Wood, who saw action in the SpanishAmerican War as a Rough Rider and later served as Army Chief of Staff from 1910 to
1914, supported establishing military training camps for students where they would learn
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such basics as how to clean and fire a rifle. 20 Like his friend Theodore Roosevelt, Wood
believed that ordinary citizens could be molded into soldiers, and he recruited university
students to fill his summer camps. 21
The sinking of the Lusitania on May 7, 1915, prompted more Americans to
engage in discussions about military preparedness. Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., participated
in a meeting with fifteen other men who pledged support for the creation of a military
camp at Plattsburg, New York, where young professionals in their twenties and thirties
could receive instruction in drilling, cavalry, signal corps, engineering, or the artillery. 22
As historian John Garry Clifford explains, “To Wood and most of these younger men,
[preparedness] became a kind of moral reawakening, a demonstration of national
service.” 23 Harvard Professor Ralph Barton Perry, who attended a training camp, attested
that the founders of the Legion desired to “perpetuate not only the memories of the war
but that spirit of ready service and responsible citizenship which distinguished the
Plattsburg Movement.” 24
The Legionnaires of 1919 did share a nationalistic idealism fueled in part by
insecurity about the position of America's traditional elite in an era of immigration, largescale capitalism, and political bossism, but the organization embraced men from different
regions, political affiliations, religions, classes, and ethnic groups. 25 The Legion’s
National Executive Committee permitted African American veterans to join; however,
they were often relegated to segregated posts or were denied entry by departments or
20
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state organizations that exercised the right to reject their applications to form posts,
especially in the South. Regarding African American membership in the North,
Legionnaire Barnett W. Breedlove recalls that “few Negroes joined the [Indiana]
Department in the twenties, but recollects white posts having black members in that
decade.” 26 The Department of Michigan had at least two African American posts in or
near Detroit that received charters in the 1930s. 27 Since the Legion’s National Executive
Committee granted the local levels of the organization so much power, it is difficult to
make broad generalizations about the Legion’s treatment of African American veterans in
the North. So much depended on the community wherein a post was situated. 28 For
example, an African American veteran named Charles E. Rochelle insisted he had “no
difficulty in becoming a charter member of a white post in Terre Haute, Indiana,” yet
African Americans held no leadership positions in the Legion in Indiana, either. 29 In such
large northern cities as Chicago, however, African American posts attempted to operate
independently of the statewide administration. 30
Some departments’ racism and the national organization’s complacency coupled
with the Legion’s commitment to Americanism have resulted in speculation about the
Legion’s connections with the Ku Klux Klan. The appeal of the Klan depended on the
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locale: some joined because of societal or economic pressures. 31 As many as twenty
percent of Legionnaires in the Indiana Department joined the Klan, according to former
Indiana State Commander and Governor Ralph F. Gates. 32 Nevertheless, the National
Commander of the Legion, James A. Drain, condemned the Klan in 1925 at the Indiana
Department Convention. 33 The Legion furthermore indirectly contributed to the downfall
of the Klan in Indiana when members helped indict Grand Dragon D. C. Stephenson for
the death of schoolteacher Madge Oberholtzer. As she lay dying, Oberholtzer gave a
statement to her attorney Asa J. Smith that accused Stephenson of kidnapping and raping
her. Smith, as well as the prosecuting attorney of the 19th judicial court, William H.
Remy, were both Legionnaires. 34
Men from every social and occupational stratum could be found on the
membership rolls; however, most Legionnaires were middle-class businessmen,
professionals, or skilled workers. 35 The nature of military participation tended to give
white Americans of different classes and regions a common, positive experience.36
Historian William Pencak estimates, “Of a total 4.5 million AEF veterans (of whom
about 600,000 had died by 1941), roughly 15 to 25 percent were Legionnaires at any one
time, although many more belonged at different times.” 37 Two groups have received
credit from the Legion’s historians for the creation of the Legion: those who had a hellish
experience in the Great War and those who had a short, successful, painless war. The
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latter group kept the crusading spirit alive for many in their activities, and the former
continuously reminded their fellow members and the public of their duty to the real
heroes of the war—the disabled veterans. Most young Legionnaires remembered the war
as a formative experience, albeit one with a disillusioning outcome for many veterans. 38
Although they composed a minority of Legionnaires, embittered veterans deplored the
high, physical cost of war and the political manipulation of veterans. 39
Although the caucus considered several names for the new association including
Veterans of the Great War, Legion of the Great War, and even the American Crusaders, it
ultimately settled on the American Legion of World War Veterans. (Members eventually
shortened this name to simply the American Legion.) Four committees were appointed
during the first day of the caucus. The Committee on Constitution and its Subcommittee
of Three (Col. Frank A. White, Maj. Redmond C. Stewart, and Lt. Col. W.H. Curtiss)
wrote the initial preamble. It called for the Legion to “…perpetuate principles of Justice,
Freedom, and Democracy…, to inculcate the duty and obligation of the citizen of the
State; to preserve the history and incident of our participation in the war; and to cement
the ties of comradeship formed in service.” 40
Though the Paris caucus laid the initial framework, future delegates would draft
and approve the final constitution months later. The temporary constitution consisted of
five paragraphs. All Americans, including women, who had served honorably in the
Great War, were eligible for membership. The Legion’s organizational hierarchy
reflected that balance between nation and community. The initial constitution decreed
38
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that the Legion would be a national organization with subsidiary branches in each state,
territory, and foreign country where members resided. The state organization, known as
the department, retained the right to handle its internal organization, and the posts, or
local chapters, functioned as the Legion’s basic unit.
The delegates voted to hold another caucus to launch the organization stateside.
They tentatively set the date for May 1919 in St. Louis. 41 Advance delegates met in the
Statler Hotel on May 5 to formulate a working order of business for the caucus.
Roosevelt asserted “that the impulse of patriotism…should be so preserved that it might
become a strong force in the future for true Americanism and better citizenship.” 42 The
delegates agreed that the first order of business should be to address the returning
soldiers’ needs. They argued that the Legion should create a legal department to assist
members with insurance claims, allotments, and disability checks. The delegates formed
committees, including those for the constitution, publications, and resolutions, and
outlined an order of business to be followed during the meetings. They also wrote up
resolutions for discussion before the full caucus.
Full delegations for the St. Louis Caucus arrived on Wednesday, May 7, 1919.
Altogether, 1,100 men attended. 43 After Roosevelt refused the nomination, the caucus
elected Lt. Col. Henry D. Lindsley of Texas permanent chairman after two days of
deliberation. Although Lindsley imbued the meetings with a sense of order and fairness,
“‘the St. Louis Caucus was one of rip, roar, and tear, as every man pawed the earth to
make himself heard and get his ideas over.’” 44 Recently demobilized, many of the young
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men still needed to adjust to civilian life. Their enthusiasm quickly turned to
rambunctiousness when surrounded by comrades who eagerly anticipated an organization
designed specifically for their generation, unlike, for example, the VFW which numbered
among its members older veterans from the Spanish-American War.
The delegates also appointed members to standing committees to further
determine the Legion's framework and policies. Officers stressed the provisional nature
of the caucus, since tens of thousands of soldiers still serving their country were not
represented. Thus, discussion of prohibition, the League of Nations, and universal
military service would wait until the national convention in November. At St. Louis, the
Committee on Constitution under the direction of G. Edward Buxton, Jr., submitted its
work. Inspired by the Paris document, George N. Davis of Delaware, Hamilton Fish, Jr.,
of New York, and Jack Greenway of Arizona wrote the final preamble which the caucus
adopted verbatim. 45 It embodies the Legion’s raison d’etre and reflects its idealism.

PREAMBLE
to the Constitution of The American Legion
For God and Country, we associate ourselves together for the following
purposes:
To uphold and defend the Constitution of the United States of America;
To maintain law and order;
To foster and perpetuate a one-hundred-percent Americanism;
To preserve the memories and incidents of our association in the great war;
To inculcate a sense of individual obligation to the community, State, and Nation;
To combat the autocracy of both the classes and masses;
To make right the master of might;
To promote peace and good will on earth;
To safeguard and transmit to posterity the principles of justice, freedom and
45
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democracy;
To consecrate and sanctify our comradeship by our devotion to mutual
helpfulness. 46

In the preamble to its constitution, the American Legion inscribed its basic tenets.
Many of these denote the Legionnaires’ reasons for going to war, and they furthermore
represent general concepts which veterans of all classes could support. Items three
through five, although no more important than the other objectives, offer clues as to how
the Legion constructed and transmitted war memory in the interwar years. The Legion’s
third goal is “to foster and perpetuate a one hundred percent Americanism.”47
Americanism, like memory, is a construction; and the two are intertwined in the Legion’s
activities, which promoted allegiance to the traditions and the ideals of the US. 48 During
the war, Theodore Roosevelt helped to shape the term’s denotation and connotation with
his ardent editorials, although the term itself dates back to the late eighteenth century. 49
According to Roosevelt, true Americans offered their country their complete and
unwavering devotion. 50 Although the term appears in the New York Times throughout the
war years, its usage increases in 1919, undoubtedly due to the hysteria surrounding the
Red Scare. 51 The Legion had difficulty defining Americanism but had no trouble evoking
it and America as subjects of historical and mythical grandeur. The concept of
Americanism varied from individual to individual, but Nebraska Legion historian Robert
Simmons presented Americanism as something akin to a “spirit moving through the
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centuries to realize an idea of freedom where nation and citizen perfected each other.” 52
Overall, it appeared that Americanism connoted the promotion and protection of justice,
freedom, and democracy, as well as loyalty to the US. Though the definition of
Americanism remained ambiguous, all Legionnaires agreed that the antithesis of
Americanism was Bolshevism or radicalism in general, and many remained suspicious of
immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe.
Next, the Legion vowed “to preserve the memories and incidents of our
association in the Great War.” The inclusion of this purpose indicates that Legionnaires
were concerned about their legacy and posterity. Their military service had united them
and had defined their generation for good or ill. They believed that they had fought the
war for the good of their country, and thus they formed an association to maintain that
good. When scholars have analyzed the Legion’s activities in this regard, they usually
concentrate on the top level of the association. Whether historians favor this approach for
its simplicity or because of the availability of records, it does not really explain how the
ordinary Legionnaire constructed memory. The bureaucratic details obscure the
interactions among Legionnaires and between the Legion and society. To understand how
Legionnaires formed and preserved their memories of the war, we must consider the
preamble’s fifth tenet: “To inculcate a sense of individual obligation to the community,
state and nation.” 53 Involvement within the Legionnaires’ communities provided the
basis for construction of memory and Americanism.
Recalling the Legion’s founders, Kentucky Department Commander G. L.
McClain noted, “they believed … that such a society would serve to keep alive the
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willingness to subordinate personal interest to that country as a whole … to ‘carry on’ in
civilian life as all had learned to do while in the service.” 54 Essentially, the Legionnaires
pledged to protect and foster the values for which they had fought in the war.
Extrapolating from the Constitution, the veterans asserted that these rights and freedoms
included states' rights, limited government, free enterprise, and freedom of speech within
limits. They explained their creed in their citizenship curricula for students and in debates
they sometimes held. One such event took place between the J.W. Person Post No. 14
and the Communist Party of New York State held at the Erasmus Hall High School in
Brooklyn on March 18, 1938. 55 In a sense, Legionnaires believed that they were still
fighting the war to protect America from dangerous ideologies, such as Bolshevism. 56
Although they were different enemies, radicals represented the same threat to freedom
and democracy that the Kaiser once had; and many Legionnaires likely viewed recent
immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe with more suspicion than their GermanAmerican neighbors now that they had returned home.
In meeting halls all over the country, veterans voluntarily gathered to swap stories
of their war experiences, remember their fallen comrades, and celebrate the nation they
had defended during the war. Through these practices, they formed a collective memory
of the Great War that emphasized camaraderie, duty, and patriotism. One common ritual
in which Legionnaires participated was the “smoker,” a social gathering for men,
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sometimes featuring organized entertainment. 57 Posts often held weekly meetings during
which members conducted Legion business and planned special events. Many of the
activities centered on a historical event or observance from which a discourse on memory
and Americanism developed. 58 For instance in September 1919, the Welcome Home Day
for Saginaw County (Michigan) veterans combined its celebration with the centennial of
the signing of the Treaty of Saginaw, the last treaty to be negotiated in the state which
ceded territory from the Chippewa, Ottawa, and Potawatomi tribes to the US. 59 The
celebration included games, music by the Great Lakes Naval Band, and films of the U.S.
Navy in action. 60 In another example, the observation of George Washington’s Birthday
on February 22, 1920, featured music and a speech by Michigan Department Commander
Augustus H. Gansser who stressed the need for 100% Americanism by taking a stand
against Bolshevism. The Legion also presented honor certificates from the French
government to the survivors of soldiers who died in France. 61 Attending these events
allowed Legionnaires to preserve the memories of their military service as a collective
group, to indulge in nostalgia, and to tie their service to the founding of the US.
The Legion sometimes fell short of the high ideals it proclaimed. Despite its
pledge “to maintain law and order,” the Legion was more concerned with upholding the
laws that it believed made sense. For example, the veterans flouted Prohibition. In an
interview with doctoral student Richard Morris Clutter, “Frank M. McHale, an active
member of the organization [during the Legion’s early years], estimates that nine out of
57
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ten posts served hard liquor or beer but were not raided by the authorities.” 62 One of the
Legion’s founding members, Byron Waggoner, suggests that combining Legion business
and alcohol merely honored an American tradition in which patriots often discussed
national business in taverns. 63 The consumption of alcohol played a prominent part in
both stimulating the Legionnaires’ memory of their war service and easing their
readjustment into civilian life. Furthermore, it appears that since a number of public
officials across the country were known to freely defy Prohibition edicts, many
Legionnaires felt comfortable doing the same.
The American Legion’s collective memory of the Great War represents one
memory among many. Although the American Legion became the largest veterans’
association in the US, it was not the only one. Returning soldiers could choose from a
number of different organizations that appealed to specific ethnicities, political
ideologies, religions, and even disabilities. Smaller associations that vied for members
included the Workers’ Ex-Serviceman’s League affiliated with the Communist Party, the
Jewish War Veterans, the Grand Army of Americans established by African Americans,
and the Disabled American Veterans. 64
The American Legion’s most serious contender, however, was the Veterans of
Foreign Wars (VFW). 65 An amalgamation of two organizations that originated in the
wake of the Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars, the VFW offered
membership to honorably discharged veterans from all conflicts, provided they had
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served overseas. 66 This prerequisite limited the population of veterans from which the
VFW could draw to approximately 2 million veterans as opposed to the Legion’s 4.7
million.67 The VFW had difficulty attracting members, though, and by 1920, it counted
only 20,000 compared with the Legion’s 800,000 members. Moreover, the impression
that the VFW served an older generation of veterans hindered its membership drives. 68
Nevertheless, the VFW appealed to men who found the Legion’s egalitarianism
unconvincing. Unlike the American Legion, the VFW did not draw its leadership from
elite political and social circles, and the rank-and-file membership typically hailed from
the working classes. 69 Despite its rivalry with the Legion, both organizations committed
themselves to similar agendas, such as the construction of hospitals and clinics, veterans’
benefits, and military preparedness; thus, it was not uncommon for some veterans to
belong to both organizations. The VFW also shared the Legion’s hatred for the radical
activity that appeared to the veterans to be surging in the post-war era.
The Legionnaires blamed radicals for the high unemployment rate affecting
veterans in the early 1920s; they claimed that immigrants from Southern and Eastern
Europe had stolen their jobs while they were away at war and that radicals had instigated
industry strikes. In the years following the Legion’s founding, America plunged into an
economic recession as the government ordered industrialists to lift wartime controls and
demand for goods lessened. Strikes for increased wages followed in the years 1919-1920.
The greatest strike of the year occurred on September 22 when the mill employees of US
Steel called for a general strike. Most employees walked out in Chicago. The strike ended
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nearly four months later on January 8, 1920, with William Z. Foster, radical leader of the
American Federation of Labor, resigning his post. 70 The abatement of strikes did not
ameliorate the poor economic conditions, though. By November 1, 1920, falling prices
resulted in failed businesses, wage reductions, and ultimately, unemployment. 71 Farmers
were also mired in the depression, and agricultural discontent spread throughout the
Midwest and the South. Surplus crops, in high demand during the war years, now had no
buyers as Europe began to replant and rebuild. Implemented during the war to increase
output, mechanization also added to overproduction woes when demand decreased. 72
Veterans faced uncertainty and hardship, and “in 1921, every sixth man who had
served in the Armed Forces was without work.” 73 On the other hand, an estimated seven
million aliens resided in the US, two million of whom were of military age. Those socalled “alien slackers” who sat out the war were observed by Legionnaires to be generally
well-off and gainfully employed. 74 The Red Scare fueled the Legion’s commitment to
protect the US, especially after a violent incident that occurred in Centralia, Washington,
in 1919. Although historians still dispute the sequence of events, the Legion’s National
Executive Committee maintains that on November 11, 1919, some members of the
Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) ambushed a Legion parade, killing four
Legionnaires. Another group of Legionnaires took cover in the IWW hall to escape the
cross-fire and encountered the suspects. They then subdued the IWW members and took
them to jail. That night, a lynch mob tortured and killed one of the IWW members, Hiram
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Wesley Evans. The Legion insisted that its members played no part in the crime, but the
IWW countered that the attack on Evans was premeditated. 75
The events at Centralia transformed the Red Scare from an ideological battle into
a continuation of the world war at home for the Legionnaires. During these tumultuous
years, politicians and industrialists feared that Communists would organize workers and
take over factories. Their fears stemmed from the outcome of the Bolshevik Revolution
of 1917 when the Soviets claimed ownership of Russian factories. The fact that a series
of strikes had occurred proved to American industrialists that workers were susceptible,
and aliens figured prominently in these post-war strikes. Italians, Jews, Slovenians, and
other Eastern Europeans converged on large cities such as New York, Chicago,
Cleveland, and Detroit. These immigrants formed the majority of the work-force in most
industries: more than 80% in sugar refining, 60% in coal mining and meat packing, and
50% in iron and steel. 76 Immigration officials at the points of departure did not
thoroughly check seditious intentions, criminal backgrounds, and devotion to
revolutionary concepts. Anti-Communists saw immigrants as vulnerable to radical
propaganda: they were illiterate in English and unfamiliar with American political
traditions. The Legion instituted literacy and Americanism programs to combat these
problems. Nevertheless, it seemed that at any moment revolt could break out, and the
government would collapse. 77
US Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer recognized what a valuable tool hysteria
could be. Palmer aspired to be President, but he needed better name recognition if he
75
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were going to secure the nomination. He needed to re-invent himself as a hero of the
American people. He had the perfect setting in post-war America, but he lacked the right
event to trigger hysteria among the public. Then on June 2, 1919, a bomb exploded in
front of Palmer's Washington residence, killing one man. Palmer claimed that the
bombing was part of a nationwide plot by the Communists to celebrate May Day by
assassinating jurists, cabinet members, and other public officials. 78 He estimated that
90% of Communist and anarchist agitation was traceable to aliens. 79
Palmer wasted no time in conducting a series of raids against socialists and
radicals from November 1919 to January 1920 that netted more than 10,000 suspects. His
agents searched union headquarters, radical society halls, and even private homes.
Palmer and his men made no distinctions among socialists, Communists or syndicalists—
they were all “red” to them. They arrested suspects, especially foreign ones, without
warrants. Although the supervision of aliens rested with the Department of Labor, Palmer
did not consult with officials in advance. 80 Most he had deported under the provisions of
the Immigration Act of 1917. 81

The attorney general apologized for nothing when

encountering criticism for flouting the law. Instead, he insisted that he never ignored the
standards of personal liberty and free speech. He claimed he tried to distinguish between
truly seditious material and protected free speech, determining which “hostile
declarations might not be sincere in their announced motive to improve our social
order.” 82
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In response to the tragedy in Centralia, the Grant Hodge Post in Washington State
published a pamphlet about the incident and the subsequent trial. The pamphlet links the
tragedy to the Great War and argues that an increasing number of people had forgotten
the war and “all those valiant and high-hearted boys who crossed the submarine lanes to
fight and suffer and die gloriously in France—that certain American ideals and
institutions might remain intact for the salvation of the world.” 83 Furthermore, the
pamphlet contends, threats to those ideals and institutions still lurked at home and abroad,
but the Legionnaires were striving to combat such dangers. The pamphlet admits that
Hiram Evans’ lynching was “an unlawful error,” although the fact that it does not use the
word “murder” is suggestive. 84 The post may have believed that, regardless of the
consequences to the Legion, justice had been served. In response to a directive from
National Headquarters to condemn vigilantism, the Legionnaires in Centralia insisted that
they kept law and order. 85 Although the national organization never condoned
vigilantism, it did not censure posts or individual Legionnaires who committed such acts
across the country. Between June 1920 and March 1921, some Legionnaires in Kansas
tried to prevent members of the Non-Partisan League, an organization that had opposed
US involvement in the war, from meeting. A mob in Great Bend tarred and feathered two
speakers from the League and then abandoned them out on the prairie. 86 Legionnaires
also invaded socialist halls in Cincinnati, St. Louis, and Philadelphia. 87 If the national
organization did issue a warning, it usually reminded members that any transgression
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resulted in more propaganda for the radicals and negative publicity for the Legion.
Mindful of the Legion’s public image, National Commander Franklin D’Olier
admonished the members of the National Executive Committee in September 1920 to
“curb this over-enthusiasm on the part of some of our Legionnaires.” 88 Indeed, these
instances of vigilantism have preoccupied historians, leading them to portray the Legion
as solely a right-wing, nationalistic, and xenophobic organization. Although these
depictions are not untrue, they have obscured the community engagement of the posts
and their efforts to make relevant the memory of the Great War. These stereotypes
furthermore shroud the transnational ties that Legionnaires formed with their former
allies, such as Canada.
The Canadian Legion’s Origins
Although Canada had multiple associations representing its veterans, none
compared with the American Legion in terms of organization and influence. Canadian
veterans’ associations competed with each other for members and funds until a number of
them amalgamated into the Canadian Legion in 1925. 89 Like the United States, Canada
confronted some of the same problems and questions when its soldiers transitioned back
to civilian life, chiefly, the veteran’s position and privileges in a postwar society. 90
Historians Desmond Morton and Glenn Wright estimate, “Out of about 8 million
Canadians, roughly 600,000 men and women served with the Canadian Expeditionary
Force [CEF]; another 50,000 joined the British forces or served in the ranks of allied
armies. Close to 450,000 Canadians went overseas and from the CEF alone, 60,000 never
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returned.” 91 In comparison, the US suffered 116,516 deaths out of the 4.7 million that
served. 92 Over 2 million men served overseas in the AEF. 93
The CEF’s sacrifices and performance in battle, particularly at Vimy Ridge in
April 1917, helped to foster the perception that Canada had established a new national
identity. 94 For example, historian Jonathan F. Vance states that the CEF represented
Canada overseas and came to personify the country. 95 Once dependent upon Great
Britain, the soldiers in the CEF saw the war as an opportunity to assert their strength and
capability and contributed to the myth of the Canadian as a rugged outdoorsman, even
though most soldiers hailed from the cities. Part of articulating this new identity involved
negotiating the evolving relationship between hundreds of thousands of citizen soldiers
and the government. If boosting ex-soldiers’ morale and preserving certain ideals
concerned the founders of the American Legion, reabsorbing all the returning men and
meeting their physical needs preoccupied those who established the numerous veterans’
associations in Canada. Later the Canadian Legion’s watchword became unity, since so
many of the existing veterans’ associations had specific agendas or narrow membership
requirements.
Two pressing situations that the Canadian government first dealt with were caring
for the injured and administering pensions. Those who survived the war often required
specialized, long-term care and faced total or partial disability. Unable to provide for
91
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themselves and their families, the veterans applied for disability pensions. Although the
Canadian government and the public agreed that disabled veterans should receive
financial compensation, they adamantly refused to succumb to what they referred to as
the “pension evil” that had gripped the US since the end of the American Civil War. 96
The influence of veterans’ associations, such as the Grand Army of the Republic (GAR),
high tariffs, and the competition between the Republican and Democratic Parties played a
part in the liberalization of pension laws during and after the Civil War. 97
As more veterans received benefits, the federal surplus disappeared, and the
reputation of veterans’ associations, particularly the GAR’s, suffered. 98 Morton and
Wright estimate that Civil War pensions had cost American taxpayers $4.2 billion, which
amounted to “eight times Canada’s national debt in 1914.” 99 During its own campaign to
serve veterans better in the early 1920s, the American Legion provided legal advice to
ex-service men and women and their families who sought to file their applications for
disability pensions. The veterans’ association also worked with the Veterans Bureau,
which was established in 1921, to simply the complicated administration of pensions. 100
From 1919 to 1929, the American Legion lobbied Congress to pass the Disabled
Emergency Officers’ Retirement Act, “which permitted any temporarily commissioned
officer during the war who was at least 30 percent disabled to retire with three-quarters
disability pay for life” and ensured that those who enlisted or were drafted received the
same benefits as regular army officers. 101 Most of the American Legion’s early
96
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resolutions regarding the disabled emphasized equal rights and treatment for all disabled
veterans.
Mindful of the situation in the US, the Canadian Board of Pension Commissioners
awarded pensions based on the applicant’s medical records, rank, and disabilities as
determined from an intricate table. 102 Though Canada’s pension rates in 1915 were
higher than in the rest of the self-governing Dominions, such as Australia and New
Zealand, a disabled veteran still had to subsist on “less than a day-labourer’s wage.” 103
Referring to the American pension system, John Todd, the Canadian Pension
Commissioner from 1916 to 1919, reflected, “We are so close to them that we are certain
to be greatly influenced by them.” 104 Todd’s observation suggests a possible transnational
exchange of ideas that is also exemplified in the establishment of the Canadian Legion.
The Canadian government wished to avoid the cumbersome financial burden that Civil
War veterans’ pensions had placed on the US economy, but Canadian veterans emulated
those aspects of the American Legion that they believed would allow them greater
influence amongst the public and in the government, such as the American Legion’s
organizational hierarchy and role as advocate for the veteran.
Until 1916, Canadian veterans had no input in the complicated administration of
pensions, vocational training, or soldiers’ clubs. 105 During the war’s early years, charities
controlled by the upper classes collected donations for needy veterans and their families.
Moreover, Pension Commissioner John Todd predicted that the rise of private veterans’
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associations would have an adverse effect on the nation because veterans would
concentrate on serving their own interests. 106 For example, veterans’ associations in
Canada made the administration of pensions and the creation of soldiers’ homes a
priority, though the government had already dedicated resources to these issues. 107 Still,
ex-servicemen’s associations rallied around this fight for benefits and better treatment in
part because, as veterans, they believed that they were the best spokesmen for their cause.
Some veterans, in fact, displayed animosity towards civilians who complained about
shiftless ex-servicemen. Those citizens who had avoided serving in the armed forces had
not earned the right to criticize, these veterans maintained. 108 They further argued that
pensions and decent medical care should not be considered charity but a kind of payment
for the service they performed. In this fight, veterans’ associations advocated for a new,
evolving relationship between the citizen-soldier and his government. 109
One of the largest veterans’ associations (and the forerunner of the Canadian
Legion) to influence this process was the Great War Veterans Association (GWVA). The
GWVA came into existence on October 18, 1916, at a meeting in Winnipeg, Manitoba. 110
Some of the new members had belonged to the Canadian Association of Returned
Soldiers which had admired the GAR’s comradeship and commemoration rituals. 111
Unlike many of its counterparts, the GWVA would combine roles as advocate for
veterans and keeper of war memory.
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The formation of the GWVA ignited a debate about the definition of a veteran and
resulted in a schism between the GWVA and other veterans’ organizations. The founding
members of the GWVA insisted on a narrow definition of membership. To join, GWVA
applicants had to have served overseas; however, other veterans could participate as nonvoting associates. 112 This stringent criterion incensed the delegates from The Army and
Navy Veterans (ANV) which “had welcomed British ex-sailors and ex-soldiers to
Winnipeg and the west since 1885.” 113 When the GWVA refused to extend full
membership to all veterans, the ANV delegates left the conference. The ramifications of
this decision were official recognition for the ANV from Parliament and a regional divide
among veterans. Headquartered in Winnipeg, the ANV focused on promoting
comradeship and patriotism, while in Ottawa, the GWVA adopted an activist agenda for
equal pensions for officers and their men, land grants and government-sponsored loans
for veterans. 114 Despite the split, the GWVA increased its ranks from 15,000 to 25,000 by
the end of 1917. 115
The GWVA’s commitment to actively assisting veterans in re-adjusting to civilian
life undoubtedly attracted many men. Though the war ended in November 1918,
conditions on the home front were anything but peaceful. Returning soldiers faced a
dismal job market as the result of an economic depression that had plagued Canada since
1914, and rural and labor discontent threatened to erupt in a general strike. 116 An
estimated 300,000 were unemployed. 117 Xenophobia increased as many blamed
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immigrants for spreading radicalism among workers, although the GWVA attempted
concomitantly to sympathize with organized labor and condemn radical activity
perpetrated by enemy aliens. 118
The intertwining issues of employment and pensions assumed new importance as
demobilization began. As soldiers began to return home, the public expressed
apprehension over their mental and emotional states. Had the war brutalized them? Had
Bolshevism and European decadence poisoned their minds? 119 Some, such as the
president of Toronto’s Academy of Medicine, warned that military service could cause
some veterans to become lazy. Now civilians again, they would have to exercise their
ambition to find employment, whereas the military had once provided for all their
needs. 120 Critics had little reason to fear, however. Morton and Wright note that many
returning soldiers expressed conservative political views. They espoused nativism,
objected to prohibition, and believed in traditional roles for men and women. 121 By 1919,
the employment situation had begun to improve as well: “The Information and Service
Bureau reported 130,000 applications and placed 111,001 workers, one-quarter of them
in manufacturing and one-sixth in civil service jobs.” 122
Though the GWVA had rivalries with other organizations, such as the ANV and
the Grand Army of United Veterans, it remained the largest of the associations with 761
branches, or local chapters, in 1920. 123 Its size could not mask its problems, though, for
the GWVA continued to hemorrhage members. Morton and Wright state, “Before the
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1920 convention, per capita levies from members’ dues averaged $3,048 a month; before
the 1921 convention, the average dropped to $2,076, and between the fifth and sixth
convention a mere $794 a month reached Ottawa.” 124 Some within the organizations
recognized the lack of unity and competition for resources were hurting the associations’
overall mission which was to improve conditions for veterans. These criticisms, in
addition to the financial crisis and the examples of the British and American Legions,
prompted the suggestion for a merger of Canadian associations. 125
Canadian Legionnaire and historian Clifford Bowering estimates that fourteen or
fifteen national organizations in addition to scattered local groups were established
between 1917 and 1925, yet many merely functioned as social clubs. 126 While touring
Canada, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, who oversaw the formation of the British
Empire Service League and the British Legion, urged the Canadian associations to
unite. 127 The GWVA, which was already a member of the British Empire Service
League, along with the Tuberculosis Veterans Association, and several others, heeded the
field marshal’s call. 128 In 1925, a number of servicemen’s organizations led by the
GWVA met in Winnipeg to discuss merging all of the organizations to present a united
voice for veterans. 129 Delegates agreed that the purpose of the new organization would be
service to the nation through three channels: caring for the war-disabled, the dependent,
and the needy; perpetuating the memory of the fallen in the cause of world peace; and
developing a national consciousness. 130 The Canadian Legion of the British Empire
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Service League emerged from this conference and received its official charter from the
secretary of state in 1926. 131 Lt. Cols. L. R. LaFlèche and J. Keiller MacKay attended the
convention and served on the committee that drafted the Canadian Legion’s
constitution. 132 LaFlèche later became the deputy minister for national defense and
devoted a great deal of energy to help plan the Canadian Legion’s pilgrimage to Vimy
Ridge in 1936. MacKay helped to build a relationship with the American Legion when he
attended the New York state convention in 1926 and addressed the delegates.
Like its American counterpart, the Canadian Legion proposed to be nonsectarian
and nonpolitical. 133 Its members pledged their loyalty to Canada and the rest of the
British Empire. 134 First and foremost, the Canadian Legion displayed its commitment to
memory in its motto: “memoriam, eorum, retinebimus (We will remember them)” while
concomitantly reintegrating soldiers into civilian life. 135 Although the formation of the
Canadian Legion represented a milestone for veterans, several internal issues continued
to hamper the organization’s work, including class divisions, regional hostility, and
prejudice against officers. 136 These divisions, however, did not prevent the Legion from
formulating clear objectives similar to the ones voiced at the unity conference. The
Canadian Legion aimed to foster loyalty to Canada and the Empire, to secure the welfare
of veteran comrades and their dependents, to inculcate appreciation for the sacrifices of
the fallen and the survivors, and to work for the good of society as a whole. 137
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Conclusion
The American and Canadian Legions’ ostensible commitment to egalitarianism
was but one characteristic they shared. Members of both associations fought in the Great
War as allies, and both used the war and its memory as an opportunity to strengthen their
national identities. The American Legion appropriated Americanism as its creed with its
emphasis on personal sacrifice and service to one’s country. It revered and celebrated
patriotism and dauntless spirit. Although Canadianism was in its infancy, the concept had
begun to coalesce within the Canadian Legion. 138 Canadian Legionnaires also honored
sacrifice and service and valued freedom. They typically favored British traditions as
opposed to French ones, a preference that explains one reason for the Legions’ amicable
relationship. The manner in which the veterans expressed their creeds varied, however.
Whereas the American Legion adhered to 100% Americanism and sometimes leaned
toward fanaticism, the leaders of the Canadian Legion cautioned against over-zealousness
and remained non-political. Moreover, Canada itself was still developing its own identity,
and as a result, the Canadian Legionnaires focused on assisting their comrades, rather
than on inculcating certain ideals. Posts and branches situated near the Canadian-U.S.
border would fraternize with each other in the coming years, and participation in post
activities helped facilitate their re-assimilation into civilian life.
Although many civilians expressed gratitude for the veterans’ sacrifices, gratitude
alone did not suffice to meet the veterans’ needs, such as medical care, employment, and
financial compensation. 139 The American Legion defined and committed itself to a set of
ideals intertwined with members’ war-time experiences; therefore, its later fellowship
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with the Canadian Legion suggests that it privileged ideology over nationality. Leaders
may have prioritized the inclusivity of their organization over the unity of its members
because many of the early members shared a common background and experiences, such
as training in the Plattsburg camps. They also emphasized inclusivity to create a large,
powerful organization that perpetuated a memory of the Great War as a defining
experience for men and women of all classes and ethnicities who pledged their loyalty to
the US. The organization, however, sometimes failed to live up to its ideals, and some
members defied the national leaders’ directives. The national leaders claimed to value
inclusivity but hindered African American from joining, and they questioned the
patriotism of those who rejected their brand of Americanism and often overlooked
incidents of vigilantism perpetrated by posts in an effort to maintain friendly relations
with the state organizations.
The American Legionnaires’ xenophobia has received ample attention, yet early
histories show that the organization did take an active role in establishing goodwill
among former Allied nations with whom they shared a common bond forged on the
Western Front. Although it shared many characteristics with the American Legion, the
Canadian Legion focused on fostering unity among its members who already belonged to
a number of veterans’ organizations. The Canadian Legion reminded its members of their
role in preserving the British Empire and of their duty to their disabled comrades. Its
memory of the war as a milestone in Canada’s history helped to instill a resolve to serve
its veterans. During the interwar years, both organizations’ ideologies stressed
preparation for the ongoing challenges of readjustment to civilian life.
Copyright © Mary E. Osborne 2016.
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Chapter Three: 1926: Niagara Falls, New York

Introduction
On September 9-11, 1926, an estimated 10,000 American Legionnaires gathered
at Niagara Falls for the New York State Convention. 1 Niagara Falls was a logical choice
for the convention site, as it continued to be a popular resort. In the 1920s, some of its
community leaders became involved in the tourism industry, and the Chamber of
Commerce helped to create a tourist, convention, and publicity bureau. 2 In fact in 1925,
this bureau submitted an advertisement to the Empire State Legionaire [sic], the New
York Legion’s newspaper, to entice the New York Legion to hold its next convention at
Niagara Falls. 3 The advertisement dubbed Niagara Falls “America’s Most Ideal
Convention City” and extolled its virtues—idyllic scenery, historic sites, including Fort
Niagara, and ample accommodations. 4 Moreover, Niagara Falls and Niagara County
could boast of a commendable war service record. The city was the twelfth largest draft
district in the US, and during the war, Niagara County registered 34, 210 men of whom
18, 647 hailed from Niagara Falls. 2, 432 men from that city were inducted into military
service, and more than 150 men from the county lost their lives in the fighting. 5
Niagara Falls’ location on the US-Canadian border also allowed the Canadian
Legionnaires from Ontario to participate in the convention’s parade. 6 This demonstration
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of transnational camaraderie exemplified the amicable relationship between the two
nations. The physical boundaries of the Niagara River and the border did not impede
interaction between communities situated along the border, as people frequently traveled
across to visit one another. 7 A shared language, heritage, and set of ideals gave the
Legionnaires a foundation for the comradeship they built during the war and which they
perpetuated during these conventions. 8 Furthermore, the posts’ acts of camaraderie
helped sustain the memory of the war for their members and for the public as well as
create a sense of community. 9 At the national level, the American Legion advocated for
legislation to benefit veterans, but it was primarily at the local level where rank-and-file
members shaped the Legion’s collective memory of the war. This chapter explores
elements of that memory, including sacrifice, service, and camaraderie, through the
tensions that sometimes arose between the national leadership and the local posts and
compares the American Legionnaires’ experiences with that of the Canadian
Legionnaires.
“The Less We Hear from Indianapolis the Better”
The delegates who addressed the convention often referred to the ideals or
principles for which they had fought; however, a certain degree of ambiguity colors their
recollections. For example, when Father John Bellamy delivered the invocation, he
beseeched God for wisdom in choosing the Legion’s next leaders who would uphold “the
principles for which we fought.” 10 He then concluded the prayer by imploring God not to
7
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forget their departed comrades. 11 He and other men who addressed the convention did not
expound upon these principles, in part because they were among members of the same
group. These men and women were all familiar with the tenets for which the Legion
stood; however, vague references to ideals and principles also facilitated the construction
of a memory that all Legionnaires could claim and personalize based on their war
experiences.
Although the American Legion insisted that it recognized no distinction of rank,
most department commanders of New York were officers. According to Department
Historian Clarence R. Smith, nineteen of the twenty-three commanders from 1919 to
1939 were officers in the war. 12 Not only were the majority of department commanders
once officers but they were also college-educated men who pursued vocations in law,
business, and medicine after the war. 13 Although it is impossible to determine the
socioeconomic class of every Legionnaire, the 1926 state convention proceedings
indicate that the Department of New York had experienced discord between its posts and
upper levels of leadership for unspecified reasons. 14 A play written for the American
Legion in 1925 by Great War veteran and Kansas native Kirke Mechem suggests that
some of this disdain may have originated during the war between officers and enlisted
men and between the regular army and the new recruits. Who Won the War? follows the
exploits of several soldiers as they endure the hardships of war. In the first act, Spike, a
seasoned private who is part of the regular army, and Petite, an inexperienced, and
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presumably college-educated, officer converse while on kitchen patrol. Petite complains,
“As if all it takes to make a soldier is ten years and no brains … It wouldn’t be so bad if
you fellows had ever seen actual service under fire. But you haven’t. And that’s why I
can’t understand why you think you’re so much better soldiers.” 15 Spike, however, retorts
that the new college recruits lack discipline and common sense. 16 Later in the second act,
when the men encounter shelling, one soldier grumbles, “Officers! Officers, hell! ... They
tell you to do one thing one minute and the next they tell you to do the opposite.” 17 As
this dialogue indicates, new recruits who were highly educated often ridiculed their men
who made up in experience what they lacked in formal education. These same
experienced men similarly bemoaned their officers’ lack of common sense under fire.
The second act displays more of the officers’ ineptitude during an episode of shelling.
Most of the men yearn for competent leaders who will stand by their men, and one
soldier, Sergeant McQuinn even refuses to retreat in order to stay with his fellow
comrades engaged in battle. McQuinn survives the battle, and he and his sweetheart, a
nurse, reunite at the end of the play. 18 Staged around the country, Who Won the War?
took a humorous look at the origins of some of the tensions that affected the American
Legion, and it suggested that not all soldiers shared the same definition of sacrifice,
service, and camaraderie, nor did they value these ideals equally. The enlisted men in
Mechem’s play care more about their comrades’ welfare than military discipline, whereas
the officers profess patriotism and duty to one’s country but understand little about the
realities of war.
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Historian William Pencak observed that departments and posts sometimes
expressed a sense of detachment from the Legion’s national headquarters as well. Indeed,
the Leonard S. Morange Post No. 464 in Bronxville, New York, boasted of its
independence and progressive attitude: “On national issues involving the war veteran, the
Post has always taken an independent stand, a stand not infrequently conflicting with the
majority opinion of other posts.” 19 These Legionnaires prided themselves on their
“democratic spirit” and cooperation and their rejection of “special power and
privilege.” 20 Class divisions as well as regional differences may have contributed to the
tensions between the national headquarters and the posts.
Therefore, when the national and state leaders employed such vague phraseology
in their convention addresses, they tried to elide class differences and to foster harmony
among members. In Mechem’s play Who Won the War?, Sergeant McQuinn represents
that soldier who earnestly believes that the US is fighting the war to preserve these ideals.
He declares, “Behind the blasphemy and dirt; behind this hell of war there is a faith! The
faith that by our sacrifice men shall be made free!” 21 Legionnaires could relate to such
abstract concepts as liberty, justice, and democracy, whatever their class, and could rally
around these ideals as the causes for which they fought as long as leaders did not imbue
these ideals with specific definitions.
Unlike the national organizational histories that propagandized the Legion’s
overall mission, the post histories served an additional purpose. It is important to keep in
mind that the majority of post histories were either unpublished or self-published, and
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therefore, they circulated among a limited readership. Most posts had given little
consideration to maintaining any kind of historical collections until around 1926. 22 The
department historian urged his local counterparts to begin to collect and to retain
information on their communities and to record the histories of their posts. These
compilations illustrate the posts’ unique role in recovering and preserving the individual
identities of their members and allude to the personalized nature of living memorials.
“He Is Not a Symbol to Many of Us—He Is Real”
In 1917, American servicemen and women became part of the American
Expeditionary Force (AEF) and relinquished their identities as individuals. They served
as part of a great war machine for a year and a half and subsequently returned home as
individuals once more. However, the histories of the war being written immortalized the
contributions of organizations and military leaders, rather than the sacrifices of the
common citizen soldiers. In this respect, the post histories filled a void by emphasizing
the efforts of the individual soldier and helped to personalize the memory of the war. 23
This personalization of memory is most apparent in the naming of the posts
themselves. Often Legionnaires named their posts in memory of a deceased comrade
from that community. The Edward M. McKee Post No. 131 of Whitestone, New York,
was named for a soldier killed in action. Reflecting on McKee’s memory, Dr. Louis
Shapiro, the post historian, remarked, “Eddie is not a symbol to many of us—he is real
for the boys with whom he played, went to school and church and to war, are still with
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us.” 24 Other posts, such as the Elmhurst Post No. 298, chose to remember their deceased
comrades in special ceremonies. The first public function that the Elmhurst Post held was
a presentation of French diplomas to the relatives of the war dead in the auditorium of the
Newtown High School on February 23, 1920. Monsignor T. Tionsit, a priest and member
of the French High Commission who presented the diplomas, declared, “Until now the
world has been thinking in terms of millions and not of single men. Until now, the
world’s gratitude has gone out toward this nation as a whole, which gave without stint of
its abundance both of men and wealth at a great crisis.” 25 By reading the names on the
certificates, the post refocused attention on the sacrifices of individuals at a time when
the media celebrated national victory. Moreover, these types of ceremonies
acknowledged the debt that the living owed to the dead. 26
Underlying this emphasis on the individual soldier was the Legionnaires’ fear of
being forgotten. When they presided over Memorial Day and Armistice Day observances,
they preserved their fallen comrades’ memory. Sometimes, the dedication to preserve
their memories assumed a more urgent nature. The Lafayette Post of Poughkeepsie, New
York, made headlines in The Empire State Legionaire for rescuing the body of veteran
Glen Englesbe from the obscurity of a pauper’s grave. Englesbe had died at Hudson
River State Hospital, and since his father could not afford to have his son’s body shipped
to California, Glen was slated to be buried in a potter’s field. The Lafayette Post,
however, interceded to give Englesbe a military funeral in the Poughkeepsie Rural
Cemetery. The Empire State Legionaire describes how this post saved Englesbe from the
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injustice of lying in an unmarked grave when he deserved proper respect for “sacrificing
his all because his death resulted indirectly from his service.” 27
The Legionnaires cared for their fallen comrades’ memory, but they also
expressed concern about their own sacrifices being forgotten during their lifetimes. The
poem “Forgotten” published in the history of the Henry P. Smith Post in Rome, New
York, aptly expresses the Legionnaires’ general sentiments. In the poem, the veteran
narrator reflects on his past while selling cigars. “Forgotten” encompasses a wide range
of narrator’s emotions: disbelief and bitterness concerning his situation, envy toward the
draft dodgers and war profiteers, anger that veterans’ sacrifices are being ignored, and
wistfulness that “the hour of Romance” has passed. 28 The inclusion of this poem in the
Smith Post’s history acknowledged that the veterans’ re-assimilation into civilian life was
not always a smooth process. Among other hardships, veterans faced unemployment, and
thus, some veterans resented the manufacturers who attained great wealth at what they
believed was their expense. To cope with their situations, many found solace in their
memories of the war when they were called “gallant heroes.” 29 Those who identified with
the poem “Forgotten” recalled the thrill of sailing for France and the realization that they
were participating in something greater than themselves. For these ordinary men, it was
their “taste of Fame.” 30
Many Legionnaires witnessed what it was like to be forgotten when they visited
veterans in the state hospitals. A number of posts believed strongly in supporting their
disabled comrades and undertook monthly visits to the local institutions where they
27
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talked with the patients and often distributed gifts. Sometimes, the Legionnaires treated
patients to automobile rides, to dinners, or to ball games in an effort to connect them to
the rest of the community. 31 Eventually, the American Legion incorporated these types of
visits into its larger rehabilitation program because of the enthusiastic response from the
posts. 32 The Department of New York established a Hospital and Welfare Committee to
oversee the care of the disabled, namely, the construction of special hospitals for
veterans. 33
Just as many traditional memorials commemorate the sacrifices made during war,
the Legionnaires paid tribute to their comrades’ sacrifices in tangible ways. They honored
the deceased’s actions on national holidays and remembered them as individuals by
naming posts after them. Post histories filled a void left by traditional memorials, for they
humanized the names inscribed on the monuments. Moreover, they highlighted
Legionnaires’ simple acts of kindness, such as feeding a hungry comrade or visiting an
ailing brother-in-arms in the hospital. The actions of the local posts kept the memory of
the war alive in their communities.
“The Beginning of an Everlasting Service”
As living memorials, the Legionnaires served the war’s survivors as well as its
victims. The concept of service occupied a prominent place in the Legionnaires’
collective memory of the Great War. The Great War demanded sacrifices from men and
women both on the battle front and on the home front. Many Legionnaires served their
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country willingly and gladly, and they took pride in their military service. At the 1926
New York State Convention, state leaders celebrated the Legionnaires’ service and
praised the veterans for their “steadying influence” on their communities. 34 Convention
Program Chairman Benjamin Rhodes characterized the Legionnaires’ activities as a
continuation of their military service in his welcoming address at the convention. He
declared, “They will stand for that which is best in the country, wherever it may be. They
have proven that again and again and we look to them for guidance.” 35
Rhodes’ comments corresponded to the way in which many posts articulated their
mission. Although political leaders often supported the Legion because it promoted
nationalism, individual Legionnaires provided another perspective on their mission that
complemented the national organization’s broader goals and elaborated on its collective
war memory. They defined their purpose in terms of their military service which they
believed did not truly end with the armistice. Instead, they anticipated ongoing battles
back home to preserve the principles for which they fought. For them, the war had
inaugurated “the beginning of an everlasting service” in which they advocated for their
fellow veterans, educated the public, and protected their communities from detrimental
ideologies. 36 The Theodore R. Van Tassel Post explained the concept in these terms:
“The Legion does not exist as a means of securing recognition of services performed, but
rather that those who have given of their lives in service, are through association,

34

Ibid., 11.
Ibid.
36
Frank Pasta, “Woodhaven Post, No. 118, The American Legion, 1919-1923” (unpublished manuscript,
ca. 1923), American Legion Library, Indianapolis, 5.
35

63

discipline and the education of experience best qualified to continue to serve to our
communities, states and country.” 37
The phrase “best qualified to continue to serve” indicates that Legionnaires
believed that their military service granted them a unique status in their communities.
One demobilization officer observed that the returning soldier displayed a certainty that
he had “‘rights and privileges peculiarly his own.’” 38 Since veterans had already served
and had kept the country safe, they should continue to do so in peace time. In this sense,
their references to their wartime experiences functioned as a coping mechanism during
the initial readjustment to civilian life and beyond. The war had imbued them with a
sacred purpose which they protected and sustained in the interwar years.
Often this service entailed fulfilling the physical needs of veterans in their local
communities. Medical care for the sick and disabled occupied a prominent place in the
posts’ agendas, but perhaps the most pressing matter for Legionnaires was adjusted
compensation (often referred to as “the bonus”) for the income lost during their military
service. Historian Jennifer Keene states that veterans made the issue of adjusted
compensation their “prime postwar cause.” 39 Initially, however, the leaders of the
American Legion opposed the idea and supported the position of the Presidential
administrations of Woodrow Wilson, Warren G. Harding, and Calvin Coolidge. 40 The
Presidents argued that veterans did not need financial compensation for doing their duty
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to their country, an opinion that many founders of the Legion shared. 41 Echoing the
sentiments of the national organization, members of the Leonard S. Morange Post in
Bronxville, New York, called the bonus legislation “unpatriotic.” They claimed that ablebodied men did not need compensation from the government; moreover, these payments
would be an affront to the veterans’ self-respect. 42 In other words, healthy men would
infer that the government believed they could not provide for themselves and their
families.
Detractors also feared that granting adjusted compensation would encourage
veterans to be lazy, especially African-American veterans. 43 Some Southerners worried
that blacks would refuse to work in the fields as long as their bonus lasted. 44 That many
African-Americans, such as the Harlem Hellfighters, had distinguished themselves during
the war mattered little to racist Legionnaires. Others contended that it was impossible to
put a price on patriotism when veterans who served overseas faced hardships that those
who remained stateside did not. How could the government ensure the fair distribution of
funds? 45 Perhaps the most compelling argument against adjusted compensation, however,
originated with the Chamber of Commerce which warned that implementation of a bonus
would interfere with Secretary of the Treasury Andrew Mellon’s proposal for economic
recovery. Mellon asserted that the country could not afford both a tax cut and adjusted
compensation. 46 Posts that opposed the bonus did not deny those whom they believed had
legitimate needs. The Leonard S. Morange Post, for example, worked to establish The
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Bronxville Welfare Fund whose funds were available for needy ex-servicemen regardless
of whether they were Legionnaires. 47
Whatever their stance on the bonus, posts did assist veterans in maintaining their
role as providers for their families. Employment featured as one of the goals in an
illustration in the 1923 Legion Annual in which the slogan “Let’s Take Care of Him!”
graces the top of the page. Beneath these words, two men stand in the foreground. One is
an injured soldier still in uniform, and the other is a well-dressed civilian. The illustration
does not indicate whether the civilian is a veteran, but its message is clear. America’s
duty is to provide hospitalization, shelter, and employment for those veterans who have
need of them. That the public should return the service that the soldiers have already
rendered is implied in the depiction of a battle in the background. 48 Many posts, such as
the Fort Orange Post No. 30 of Albany, New York, were affected by the recession in
1920, and those veterans who had yet to re-establish themselves as civilians suffered the
most. 49 As part of their mission of ongoing service, posts started welfare funds and
employment bureaus. In fact, the American Legion’s National Executive Committee
endorsed the New York City Re-Employment Bureau and its work and urged posts to
cooperate with this and similar organizations’ endeavors. 50 Helping able-bodied veterans
achieve self-sufficiency would prevent the spread of radicalism, many Legionnaires
believed, for postwar socialists “still competed significantly in elections in such cities as
New York, Milwaukee, Cincinnati, Schenectady, and Reading, Pennsylvania.” 51
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Although many rank-and-file Legionnaires backed proposals for adjusted
compensation, Legion leaders worked to suppress the issue to preserve their
organization’s unity. 52 They recalled how divisive the issue of pensions had been for
Civil War veterans’ organizations and wanted to avoid a similar debacle. Supporters of
adjusted compensation countered that they had willingly served their country and
therefore deserved compensation for all they had sacrificed. 53 The history of the Yonkers
Post No. 7 records that one of most pressing matters during the early years of its
existence was the campaign for adjusted compensation. The author of the history,
Leonard Barden, stresses that unlike a number of posts in New York, the Yonkers Post
“was unanimously in back of the bonus legislation.” 54 Barden further notes that the
Yonkers Post delegates to the county and state conventions berated some vocal opponents
of the bonus, such as Brokaw Compton of City Post in New York. 55 Posts outside of the
vicinity of New York City experienced unrest as well. In 1921, several mass meetings
convened to discuss the New York State Bonus Act. When the Court of Appeals ruled the
act unconstitutional, the Henry P. Smith Post in Rome, New York, orchestrated a military
funeral procession covering several blocks that concluded with the “cremation” of the
decision. 56 Other posts, such as the Woodhaven Post, No. 118, participated in a Bonus
Parade in October 1920. 57
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Eventually, advocates of adjusted compensation persuaded members of the
Legion’s National Executive Committee to support a bill. 58 According to the World War
Adjusted Compensation Act of 1924, veterans who had been stationed overseas were to
receive $1.25 per day for each day served abroad while those who remained stateside
were paid $1.00 per day, and “only those who had served for sixty days received adjusted
compensation.” 59 Other veterans’ organizations, such as the Veterans of Foreign Wars
(VFW) and the Private Soldiers and Sailors’ Legion, supported the passage of an adjusted
compensation bill from the beginning. 60 In 1924, the American Legion voted to support
payment to veterans in the form of bond certificates that would mature in 1945, but this
decision had caused division within the organization. 61 The effects undoubtedly still
echoed throughout the organization in 1926.
The fight for adjusted compensation for those who served illustrated the
American Legion’s concern for veterans’ and their dependents’ physical well-being. The
concept of ongoing service, however, is ambiguous, for it can apply to providing for
veterans’ physical needs as well as to protecting the ideals for which soldiers fought. The
American Legion dedicated itself to doing both. One way it proposed to continue to
protect these principles was supporting military preparedness, but some in the Legion
believed that internal dangers also threatened American ideals. In his address to the New
York State Convention in 1926, Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., chastised the American public
for neglecting these important ideals. He contended that although most Americans had
contributed “unselfishly” to the war effort, materialism was now causing citizens to
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become complacent. Instead of safeguarding liberty and democracy, they were
preoccupied with prosperity. Roosevelt reminded the audience, “We served shoulder-toshoulder during the war for a common cause for which we made common sacrifices.” 62
He believed that this mission was ongoing and that the spirit of voluntarism that
manifested itself during the war was needed still.
By emphasizing the theme of ongoing service, Roosevelt and others hoped to not
only protect American ideals but also to ensure that their service during the war was not
in vain and would not be forgotten. Since the concept was ambiguous, posts personalized
their service by concentrating on what they determined was their individual community’s
needs. In order to attract members initially, some military newspapers described joining
the Legion as a means of “continuing the fight for liberty in civil life” and of effecting
political changes, while many posts promised to care for their members in more tangible
and immediate ways. 63
“That Feeling of Brotherhood and Fraternity”
To accomplish all of these goals, the American Legion needed manpower and
money. The New York Department Commander Harry C. Wilder noted in his annual
report to the state convention that “Foresight is badly needed at this time. A slump in
membership, which is always possible, will be disastrous when we are operating so near
the margin.” 64 The Department of New York demanded relatively little revenue from its
Legionnaires by deducting just over twenty-five cents per member from his two dollars in

62

The New York Times, September 20, 1926, 5.
E. Bessie Nelson, “The History of the Florence Nightingale Post of the American Legion of Rochester,
New York” (unpublished manuscript, ca. 1950), American Legion Library, Indianapolis, 2; Gray, “History
of the Elmhurst Post,” 10-11, 27; Pasta, “History of the Woodhaven Post,” 7.
64
American Legion, Proceedings of the Eighth Annual Convention, Department of New York, 13.
63

69

annual dues; whereas other departments collected two to four times that amount. 65
Nevertheless, the Department of New York managed to fulfill such obligations as
administering the Veterans’ Mountain Camp for convalescent ex-servicemen, the Poppy
Drive, and the Endowment Fund despite limited funds. 66
State leaders always expressed interest in new strategies to make their
membership drives successful. In April 1926, the American Legion tested a new plan of
mobilizing posts to offer assistance in the event of radical uprising, natural disaster, or
other type of emergency in the hopes that it would increase membership. Within fortyeight hours, approximately fifteen to twenty thousand posts mobilized to meet
communities’ needs. The report presented to the convention notes that this plan did result
in an increase in membership, but more significant, it “demonstrated that the whole
American Legion could be assembled on short notice for civic or patriotic purposes.” 67
The posts functioned as the foundation of the organization, and American Legion owed
much of its success to these local chapters. It was the rank-and-file members who
cultivated relationships with the rest of the community and embodied the principles set
forth in the Legion’s constitution. At a reception held in honor of State Commander
Albert S. Callan’s visit to the Fredonia Memorial Post on June 12, 1923, Post
Commander William Schohl declared, “The Legion is the greatest fraternity on earth
today and a great force for good because of our associations in the years 1917 and 1918
... we are keeping our faith with the disabled and the widows and the orphans; the actual
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keeping of this faith is in the hands of each Post and County in the State.” 68 Out of the
horrific conditions of 1917-1918 arose something sacred, as the war tested these soldiers’
beliefs in their American ideals. Legionnaires insisted that now they understood the true
meaning of camaraderie. Created in the midst of the war, these bonds of friendship were
stronger than any that could have been forged in times of peace. These friendships were
the life-blood of the Legion, and national leaders depended upon the posts to carry out
their agenda. Leaders recognized the value of the rank-and-file members and praised their
hard work, though posts sometimes deviated from the national organization’s agenda.
In addition to the test mobilization of posts, those overseeing the membership
drives employed the usual methods to attract attention, such as printed bulletins and
broadsides. 69 The membership report contained encouraging news: statistics showed a
state organization of 60,000, and by the end of the year, the state would add nearly a
thousand members for a total of 60,960. 70 At this time in 1926, national membership
approached 690,000 members. 71 Although New York Legionnaires had reason to
celebrate this news, they still had their work cut out for them. State membership had
fluctuated over the years and had fallen dramatically in the past two years. In fact, 1926
marked the first year that the New York State Legion did not lose members, and from this
point on until the end of the decade, membership steadily increased. By the end of 1929,
the number of Legionnaires in New York numbered 73,560, while national membership
had risen to 794,219. 72 The membership report delivered at the department convention
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warned, “Membership is not what it should be in the large centers,” but did not supply
any reasons for why this might be. 73 It recommended that the situation be studied and
condemned those veterans who benefited from the Legion’s work but refused to
participate in the organization. 74 Without the spirit of community that the Legion had
labored to cultivate in the early years of its existence, it would fade away as many of its
predecessors had done.
The posts themselves were just as concerned about membership statistics as the
state organization. From 1920 to 1925, the total number of members in New York State
declined from 69,701 to 60,440. 75 Unemployment, debates about adjusted compensation,
and the deaths of members adversely affected membership. Though they survived the
war, some veterans later died from injuries sustained in battle or from the effects of
poisonous gas, and in their histories, several posts remark on presiding over funerals soon
after their formation. 76 Some members left the organization when the Legion endorsed
adjusted compensation, and others joined the Legion merely to obtain such benefits as the
adjusted compensation certificate and then quit once Congress passed the legislation.
Shrinking incomes also hampered the Legion’s ability to serve veterans. Unable to pay
their dues, some Legionnaires quit the organization. 77 The Yonkers Post also reported
that veterans left the post once their needs had been met, since the post’s relief committee
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paid needy veterans’ rent, bought them food, and helped find employment for them. 78
Other posts suffered from increased competition from newly-established posts. 79
Therefore, the more active the post, the more likely it was to retain and to attract new
members. In its post history, The Henry P. Smith Post of Rome, New York, described
this feeling of camaraderie as an essential element in the American “spirit” that
Legionnaires often invoked at conventions and other gatherings:
Still the spirit of America lives and grows
Fed with memories both bitter and sweet;
And the brave lads surviving that Great World War,
In the Legion found that spirit complete, Loyalty, - Courage, - and Brotherhood –
In Rome’s Legion Home all will greet;
There on Old Glory’s first site, the finest thing
Is the spirit that you meet! 80

The Henry P. Smith Post believed that it personified Americanism with its acts of
loyalty, courage, and brotherhood. The spirit of America was the spirit of freedom
advanced and protected by her veterans. Both pleasant and disturbing episodes composed
their memories of their war, and at the Legion post, veterans found others who shared
these memories. Canadian historian Robert Rutherdale explains that although civilians in
the interwar years acknowledged veterans’ service and showed their appreciation, they
did not always understand what veterans needed. 81 Rutherdale was referring to such
needs as employment, pensions, job training, and housing; however, veterans also had
emotional needs that civilians could not meet, simply because they had not served in the
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war. 82 The American Legion posts as well as other veterans’ associations fulfilled these
needs for many ex-servicemen and women. Furthermore, the posts’ acts of camaraderie
helped sustain the memory of the war for their members and for the public as well as
create a sense of community. 83 The Theodore R. Van Tassel Post linked wartime
camaraderie to a spirit of community that everyone could foster: “The same spirit which
caused men to know one another as ‘Buddy,’ can prompt us to know each citizen as
‘Neighbor’ and the spirit of the Community is the same sacred spirit as Comradeship.” 84
This post recognized the importance of the local community in capturing this spirit
because the regular encounters that occurred among neighbors could embed it more
thoroughly than any national campaign. 85
These encounters assumed various forms. For example, some were exclusive,
limited only to post members, and in fact, some posts, such as the First New York
Cavalry Post, No. 296 of Brooklyn, New York, stipulated that only veterans who had
served with the First New York Cavalry were eligible to join. The founders of the post
reasoned that they and the rest of the men from the First New York “would feel more
comfortable with the men with whom they served in WWI.” 86 Meetings where
Legionnaires conducted post business were restricted to members, but many of the social
events they planned were open to the public.
Post histories reveal that Legionnaires liked to party with a purpose. One of the
more popular forms of entertainment during the interwar years was dancing, and posts
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often held dances not only to raise money for their activities but also to foster community
spirit. In the early 1920s, many posts began to observe Armistice Day with a dance. At
the Yonkers Post’s first Armistice Day dance, a one-dollar admission fee bought
attendees entertainment and refreshments. Usually, the Legion post secured a speaker to
deliver an address commemorating the end of the war. During the Yonkers Post’s first
Armistice Day dance in 1921, the Honorable Benjamin Moore reflected on the meaning
of the day to veterans and the public alike. 87 Now marked by solemnity and reflection,
Veterans Day (or Armistice Day as it was then known) represented victory and
celebration for the Legionnaires as well as a time to remember their fallen comrades. 88
Armistice Day observances in Rome, New York, over which the Henry P. Smith Post
presided, included calling out the individual names of the deceased, thereby reiterating
the personal nature of the war. After a name was called, nurses placed a poppy on a
special table. 89 Other reminders of France lacked the gravitas of the poppy, and instead
evoked the Legionnaires’ nostalgia for the war, when they were younger and carefree. To
raise money to build their headquarters and later to assist sick and disabled veterans, the
Fort Orange Post of Albany, New York, held a bazaar dubbed “Night in Paris.” 90
Since posts used the money generated by the dances and other events to give back
to their communities either directly or indirectly, other civic, political, and fraternal
organizations often pledged their support to the posts. 91 By extending invitations to their
social events to all veterans in their communities, the posts established a kind of
camaraderie that transcended the war. Moreover, they often became a vital presence in
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their communities for which town leaders expressed their appreciation. 92 Sometimes,
however, Legionnaires incurred their communities’ outrage when their reminiscing
violated the accepted standards of propriety. On November 11, 1919, the Burton Potter
Post in Greenport, New York, participated in a parade to commemorate the armistice.
Afterwards, the post gave a dance “which developed into a wild affair which was the
cause of a lot of unpleasant talk in the community and in the Post.” 93 These types of
scandals demonstrated that the Legionnaires’ status as veterans could not always excuse
their actions. Behavior that might have been tolerated during wartime could not be
justified in peacetime. When the war ended, soldiers’ roles changed, and they had to reassimilate into civilian life. Meanwhile, many Americans wanted to forget the war and
return to some semblance of normality. To remind themselves that they had a purpose,
Legionnaires clung to their memories of the war in which they believed they had made a
difference.
“Whether on the North or South of This Invisible Line”
Camaraderie functioned as a catalyst to stimulate these memories, and it
transcended national boundaries. The attention to the American Legion’s strong sense of
nationalism and support of isolationism in the 1930s has overshadowed its commitment
to building relationships with veterans from Allied nations. 94 Reaching out to their old
comrades aligned with the purposes of the organization set forth in the preamble to their
constitution, one of which was “to preserve the memories and incidents of our association
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in the great war.” 95 The Legionnaires of the Great War interpreted this association to
extend beyond the United States’ borders to include any former ally. Since the US and
Canada not only fought on the same side during the war but also shared a British
heritage, American and Canadian Legionnaires already had a foundation on which to
build a friendship. 96 Encouraging the continuation of this friendship was important if the
American Legion hoped to preserve its collective memory of the war and to further its
other objectives, such as promoting peace and goodwill and protecting the principles of
democracy. 97
In 1926, the organizers of the New York State Convention announced that
Canadian veterans had joined the American Legionnaires at Niagara Falls. 98 Commander
Wilder reminded the delegates of great sacrifices the Canadians had made during the war,
a service record the American Legionnaires could both admire and understand. He then
introduced Lieutenant-Colonel J. Keiller MacKay, the Vice-Chairman of the Canadian
Legion. 99 At the time of MacKay’s speech, the Canadian Legion of the British Empire
Service League was not quite a year old. Although Canada had been dealing with issues
affecting veterans of the World War longer than the US, MacKay expressed the hope that
the Canadian Legion could learn from the American Legion. 100 He also commented on
the shared heritage of the Canadians and Americans, and he implied that in the post-war
era, Canada stood where the US did in the mid-nineteenth century in terms of the
development of its natural resources and industry. Although Canada possessed
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inexhaustible natural resources and the drive to become a modern nation, it faced a labor
shortage: the war had cost Canada 215,000 casualties, approximately 65,000 dead and
150,000 wounded. 101 MacKay asserted that the surviving young men who were to lead
Canada into the future needed encouragement from organizations, such as the American
Legion “to make a forward advance and retrieve what we have lost in the war.” 102
MacKay’s speech echoed themes in the American Legion’s collective memory of
the war: sacrifice which made veterans passionate for their country’s future, service
which should continue in peace time, and fraternity which should bind veterans of
common cultures together. 103 He insisted that the American war for independence did not
negate the common British culture that both Canadians and Americans could claim and
that the Legionnaires should lay aside any animosities in favor of working together to
protect what had been won during the war. 104 Similar to the post histories, MacKay’s
address characterized this generation of Legionnaires as uniquely positioned to guard
their countries—indeed civilization—against the tyranny of dictators and war profiteers.
He declared, “If this be not done by those who fought and bled, by those who passed
through the great crucible into which I pray God we may never again go, then it will
never be done in this generation or any other.” 105
MacKay’s address met with applause. The nascent Canadian Legion wanted to
maintain the amicable relationship with the American Legion that the Great War
Veterans’ Association (GWVA) had nurtured. When the American Legion held its first
national convention in Minneapolis in 1919, the GWVA had sent an officer to represent
101

Ibid.
American Legion, Proceedings of the Eighth Annual Convention, Department of New York, 51.
103
Ibid.
104
American Legion, Proceedings of the Eighth Annual Convention, Department of New York, 52.
105
Ibid.
102

78

the organization at the meetings. 106 Several years later in 1921, the GWVA approved a
proposal submitted by the American Legion to “exchange fraternal courtesies.” 107
Essentially, the GWVA agreed to extend official greetings and privileges to American
Legionnaires visiting Canada with the understanding that the American Legion would
reciprocate for members of the GWVA. 108
More significant, the passage of this proposal indicated that the GWVA and its
successor, the Canadian Legion, believed in the necessity of fostering a “spirit of mutual
cooperation” among veterans of Allied countries. 109 Not only were Canadian and
American veterans bound by a common heritage, but they were also linked by devotion
to a common cause which they defended against a common enemy. 110 Now as they faced
similar challenges to readjust to civilian life, extending each other the privileges of their
respective organizations symbolized their solidarity. Enacting this proposal became
especially important as branches of the Canadian Legion formed in the United States. For
example, in March 1926, the first branch of the Canadian Legion outside Canada was
established in Spokane, Washington, when members of the British War Veterans
Association voted to reorganize as part of the Canadian Legion. 111
The American Legion’s continuing symbolic support no doubt buoyed the
Canadian Legionnaires’ spirits. In 1926, the association was still in the process of
organizing and had yet to hold a national convention. As leaders worked to placate

106

Minutes of the Great War Veterans’ Association of Canada, 1919, Royal Canadian Legion Fonds,
Library and Archives Canada, Ottawa, 176.
107
Ibid., 1921, 221.
108
Ibid., 221-222.
109
Ibid., 221.
110
Ibid.
111
Bowering, Service, 36.

79

internal disputes, they also tried to defend the association from accusations of fascism. 112
Many foreign labor organizations, such as those in France, branded American
Legionnaires as fascists for their ardent nationalism. Some labor activists believed the
Legionnaires embodied the right-wing political movement already spreading across
Europe in Poland, Romania, Hungary, Italy, and Germany. 113 The Legion’s “doctrine of
Americanism mirrored fascist belief systems by promoting an acute form of nationalism,”
but the association differed from genuine fascist organizations with its diffusion of
power, its absence of revolutionary rhetoric, and its respect for American laws. 114
Symbolic gestures from a like-minded veterans’ organization likely strengthened the
Canadian Legion’s officers’ resolve to make the new association successful.
The Canadian Legion subscribed to the traditional war narrative that emphasized
its service to the Empire and Canada’s coming of age, and therefore, it resembled the
American Legion in its conservatism. 115 Its collective memory of the war comprised
sacrifice, service, and comradeship; however, rendering adequate service to veterans took
precedence in the early years of the Canadian Legion’s existence. To accomplish this
goal, Canadian Legion branches had to attract members. The Oshawa Branch in Ontario
was one of the first branches to be established, and in 1926, the branch recorded that it
had fifty-seven members. 116 The first year of its existence passed in organizational and
business meetings. As a result, this branch and others had little time or resources to
devote to activities. The Fredericton Branch No. 4, in Fredericton, New Brunswick,
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recorded one hundred members in 1926 but had few funds as members were trying to
establish homes and careers. 117
The authors of the branch histories describe the concept of service in practical,
tangible ways, such as assisting veterans in obtaining employment and their benefits.
Although the Canadian government largely escaped the so-called “pension evil” inflicted
upon the US government by Civil War veterans’ associations, it could not as easily evade
the matter of adjusted compensation because greater numbers of veterans had served
longer tours of duty abroad. Former sergeant and British merchant skipper George
Waistell proposed what became known as the Calgary Resolution in 1919. 118 A cash
grant from the government could speed the veterans’ readjustment to civilian life by
allowing them to pursue a vocation, proponents argued. In addition, a Liberal Member in
Alberta’s Legislative Assembly contended that such a payment “would prevent
paternalistic meddling on the part of the state.” 119 The Calgary Resolution suggested that
men who served at the front be eligible to receive $2,000; men who went to Great Britain,
$1,500; and men who remained in Canada, $1,000. 120 Some in Ottawa objected, however,
that the bonus would increase the national debt which stood at two billion dollars
already. 121
This bonus proved to be just as divisive for Canadian veterans’ groups as it would
be for American ones. The GWVA attempted to remain neutral but later condemned the
resolution. Detractors insisted that if veterans accepted this compensation, they would
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cheapen themselves. 122 The GWVA, they maintained, should focus on providing for
widows, orphans, and the disabled veterans. The idea of the bonus proved attractive to
newer members, and for the sake of its membership, the GWVA eventually devised a
compromise during a convention. 123 A joint committee composed of members of
Parliament and the GWVA should determine ways to limit the bonus, such as the
country’s ability to pay, in order to lessen the economic burden. Despite this compromise,
the government did not waver from its original position: officials stated that the
government had already provided for veterans under the guise of the War Service
Gratuity, soldier settlement, and pensions. J.A. Calder, chairman of both the Repatriation
Committee and a special committee that studied the bonus matter, noted that the
government had already committed half a billion dollars to veterans. 124 Designating more
funds towards veterans would ensnare the government in a situation similar to the
dreaded “pension evil” it had sought to avoid.
When the bonus issue died, many members broke ranks with the GWVA to join
other associations, such as the Grand Army of Canada and the United Veterans’
League. 125 The campaign for the bonus had damaged the GWVA’s reputation by
depicting it as greedy and weak. 126 The veterans’ association would have other
opportunities to rectify its standing among veterans, however, because others would
continually resurrect the bonus issue. For example, shortly after the introduction and
failure of the Calgary Resolution, the American Legion began to make demands for
adjusted compensation. An employee of the Soldier Settlement Board and president of
122

Ibid.
Ibid.
124
Ibid., 126.
125
Ibid., 127.
126
Ibid.
123

82

the Calgary GWVA Walter Woods later adopted the American proposal and argued that
veterans who had been stationed in France deserved a dollar per day’s service. The
compensation rate decreased for men who had served farther away from front lines. 127 By
the time the GWVA geared up for its fourth convention in March 1920, fervor for the
bonus had renewed. When the government still refused to budge on the bonus, the
GWVA switched its focus to uniting all of the disparate veterans’ groups, and eventually
the Canadian Legion was born. 128
The rhetoric of ongoing service that features so prominently in American Legion
post histories is either absent or understated in the Canadian Legionnaires’ accounts.
Furthermore, the branch histories for this year lack the sense that the members need to be
on guard against pernicious influences at home. At the time of the Canadian Legion’s
founding, the federal government had already quelled the labor revolts of the late ’teens
and early 1920s. A general strike in which tens of thousands participated broke out in
Winnipeg on May 15, 1919 and lasted six weeks. Workers also protested in such large
cities as Halifax, Montreal, Toronto, and Vancouver, as well as in smaller
communities. 129 The war, the mismanagement of the economy, and the belief in such
wartime ideals as democracy incited many laborers to demand better working conditions
and more pay. 130 Stories in the press about the strikes in Great Britain, Europe, and the
US inspired the activists, and they looked to the USSR as an example of what they could
achieve: equal rights for men and women, no sweatshops, and equal opportunity for
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all. 131 Conservative politicians and businessmen lumped all strikers and Bolsheviks
together, for they claimed that revolutionaries had supplanted the Anglo-Celtic skilled
craftsmen who once had headed the labor movement. 132 The Winnipeg Citizen reported
“‘a determined attempted to establish Bolshevism and the rule of the Soviet here and then
to expand it all over this Dominion,’” but the press exaggerated these claims as activists
and strikers did not intend to use violence to achieve their goals. 133 Many veterans,
nevertheless, looked with suspicion on foreigners who they believed were threatening
their livelihoods. In 1919, eastern European immigrants endured violent assaults in
Calgary, Drumheller, Winnipeg, Port Arthur, Sudbury, and Halifax. 134 Historians Tom
Mitchell and James Naylor, however, conclude that “attempts to turn the mass of veterans
against labour by associating the general strike movement with enemy aliens, shirkers,
and Bolsheviks demonstrably failed.” 135 The workers’ revolt ultimately failed because of
internal divisions within the movement. Prejudices involving industry hierarchy,
occupation, gender, and ethnicity undermined the revolt. Furthermore, the post-war
depression hampered the activists’ plans. 136 For these reasons, the Canadian Legionnaires
judged that the government had adequately dealt with the threat of Bolshevism. Such
ultra-conservative, nationalistic organizations as the Ku Klux Klan never flourished in
Canada the way they did in the US, but the Canadian Legion did espouse a creed rooted
in British Toryism. Whereas the American Legion’s brand of Americanism focused more
on race and ideology, this nascent Canadianism privileged ethnicity. The Legionnaires
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favored the Anglo-Celtic who upheld British traditions. The Canadian Legion
commemorated the sacrifices of the fallen in less individualistic ways than the American
Legion as well. Very few branches bear the name of a deceased soldier, for instance;
however, in the coming years, the Canadian Legion would honor the past by encouraging
the public to purchase and wear poppies in November.
As a new organization, the Canadian Legion needed an example of an efficient,
successful veterans’ association, and it found one in the American Legion. The Canadian
Legionnaires’ participation in a parade during the American Legion’s New York State
Convention demonstrated their interest in maintaining the ties of comradeship between
the two nations. According to the Niagara Falls Gazette, the parade held on September
10, 1926, “was the largest ever held in Niagara Falls.” 137 Delegates from all of the posts
in New York attended, and more than 6,000 people—men and women—marched through
the town. 138 In addition to the American and Canadian Legions, members of the New
York National Guard and Naval Militia, Veterans of Foreign Wars, and veterans of the
Civil and Spanish American Wars joined the parade. 139 As the men and women passed
through the streets of Niagara Falls festooned with flags and bunting, they were greeted
with cheers from bystanders. The parade was one of the highlights of the convention and
gave the Legionnaires an opportunity to celebrate their victory in the World War and to
further establish their status as veterans.
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Conclusion
Despite the fact that all Legionnaires had seen military service, their status as
veterans did not prevent tensions from arising between the organization’s leaders and the
rank-and-file members. One of the reasons for the discord originated during the Great
War when some officers in the AEF and the men under their command resented one
another because of their backgrounds and experience or lack thereof. This resentment
manifested itself anew when the American Legion was founded by these same officers.
Equally important, rank-and-file Legionnaires wanted to carry out the tenets of their
constitution’s preamble as they saw fit, since they knew their local communities best.
Although the preamble provided a basis for organizational unity and a collective
memory of the war, the Legionnaires interpreted aspects of that memory differently. How
they understood their war experience was a personal matter, and they could take pride in
their service without glorifying the war. For many Legionnaires, joining the organization
allowed them to create a positive memory of the war, and a majority of them remembered
their service as edifying. The posts’ activities demonstrate that friendships undergirded
the Legion, and they more often emphasized the individual veterans and their sacrifices
than the reasons for fighting the war.
The Canadian Legion also encountered challenges to its organizational unity but
for different reasons. Since it was an amalgamation of disparate veterans’ associations,
the Canadian Legion stressed the sacrifice of all soldiers, particularly the disabled, and
championed serving the war’s survivors, including veterans, widows, and their children,
by providing for their physical needs. Furthermore, the Canadian Legion had to try to
bridge regional differences; therefore, branches’ activities were especially vital for
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promoting camaraderie. Although the Canadian Legion did not challenge the narrative of
the war as a rite of passage, it did stress that this collective memory was one that all who
fought for Canada could claim.
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Chapter Four: 1927 & 1936: Paris and Vimy Ridge

Introduction
In 1927, General John J. Pershing composed a letter for the American Legion’s
official program and guidebook for the ninth annual convention. National conventions
usually did not warrant such reflection, but this particular one promised to be memorable
indeed. At the invitation of the French government, the Legion had planned to hold its
national convention in Paris to mark the tenth anniversary of the AEF’s landing in
France. As the former commander of the AEF, Pershing reminded the Legionnaires, “To
this nation of World War friends you have come on a mission of good-will. May it be
remembered that we are soldiers, anxious to win the security of permanent peace through
the fellowship of the men with whom we fought in a holy cause.” 1 The characterization
of the 1927 National Convention as a good will tour echoed what posts situated along the
US-Canadian border had been doing quietly for years. This chapter will demonstrate that
the American Legion viewed this Paris pilgrimage as an opportunity to display its
commitment to ongoing service in an international setting. 2 Dubbed “The Second AEF,”
this contingent of Legionnaires promoted world peace as well as reminded the public of
the need for a strong national defense to ensure that their fallen comrades’ sacrifices were
not in vain.
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Inspired perhaps by the American Legion’s pilgrimage, the Canadian Legion
decided to undertake one of its own as well. 3 The Dominion Council of the Canadian
Legion voted unanimously in November 1928 to organize a pilgrimage to France to
attend the unveiling of the memorial to the Canadians who fell at Vimy Ridge. 4 Although
both trips involved commemoration, they differed in their focus. The American
Legionnaires celebrated their military service and the role the US played in the Allied
victory in the war, and they reaffirmed their friendship with the French. The Canadian
pilgrims, on the other hand, pondered the meaning of their comrades’ sacrifices with the
possibility of another world war looming and dwelled on the importance of camaraderie
to protect a fragile peace. This chapter compares and contrasts the Legionnaires’
pilgrimages by examining their recollections of wartime camaraderie and their
interpretations of sacrifice.
“The Greatest Goodwill Pilgrimage in History”
In 1926, emissaries Colonel Yves Picot of the French Chamber of Deputies and
Monsieur Jacques Truelle of the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs presented the
American Legion with messages from the French government. These messages
reaffirmed invitations for the Legion to hold its ninth annual convention in Paris. 5
Instead of a small delegation, 30,000 people crossed the Atlantic on 28 ocean liners to
attend the Legion’s annual national convention. 6 Once in Paris, National Commander
Howard P. Savage hoped that the Legionnaires would “catch a new vision of the
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opportunities for service which the world holds out to The American Legion.” 7 This
time, the wives, mothers, and sisters of Legionnaires would be able to share the
memories of the AEF, too. 8 Although this pilgrimage was intended for Legionnaires and
their families, the veterans’ association invited several dozen Gold Star Mothers who
had lost their sons in the war to accompany them. The Legionnaires sponsored a
fundraising campaign during the summer of 1927 to pay for these women’s passage. 9
If not for the tireless efforts of the Legion’s France Convention Committee, the
Second AEF might never have arrived in Paris. The nine men who comprised the
committee hammered out the details of the journey, from finding passage at reasonable
prices to negotiating hotel accommodations. In December 1926, committee member
Albert Greenlaw went to France to supervise the activities of their Paris office to secure
thousands of hotel reservations. John Wicker, Jr., the National Travel Director, acted as
a liaison between French officials and Legion leaders. In March 1927, the National
Adjutant, accompanied by the National Chairman, the National Travel Director, and the
National Publicity Director of the Legion, made a short final inspection trip to France,
where they examined all of the arrangements. Later in August, Mr. Greenlaw and the
National Publicity Director returned to France for duty at the Paris office until the
completion of the convention. 10
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The Second AEF depended heavily on the careful orchestration of logistics. In
order to join the pilgrimage, Legionnaires had to complete an application and submit it in
advance to the France Convention Committee that handled the steamship and hotel
reservations. The basic cost of travel and hotel accommodations for the entire convention
averaged $200.00, although some Legionnaires probably opted for finer berths and hotel
suites. 11 For the average worker making approximately $25.00 per week, it would have
taken him over a year to save enough for the excursion. 12 Thus, a number of posts held
fundraisers and contests to send delegates on the pilgrimage. The Paris office of the
Legion secured train tickets for travel in the US and abroad at a discount, and Congress
and the French government waived steamship taxes and port charges. Often, state
legislatures appropriated funds to enable selected posts to make the trip. Over 15,000
applications for reservations were received. The Legion noted that the Second AEF
would be “the largest peace-time trans-Atlantic movement in all history.” 13 Mobility
played a significant part in this commemoration. For instance, many Legionnaires wanted
to ship their automobiles to France in order to tour the old battlefields and cemeteries.
National headquarters learned, however, that steamship companies charged at least
$300.00 to transport automobiles. Thus, John Wicker, Jr., recommended that the veterans
either rent or purchase automobiles once they arrived in France. 14
Although national headquarters handled most of the details, posts took pride in
doing their bit for this event. For example, Mrs. A. F. McKissick, a member of South
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Carolina’s Auxiliary, presented her department with “a beautiful state flag to be placed in
the American Legion hall in Paris where each state [had] its own flag.” 15 These gestures
suggested that local and regional identity remained strong among Legionnaires. The
Department of Alabama also gloried in the distinction of leading the national
convention’s parade. 16
Both the rank-and-file Legionnaires and their leaders recognized that the
pilgrimage marked a milestone in the organization’s history; however, they possessed
different objectives in embarking on this journey. The majority of the rank-and-file were
eager to return to France where they could revisit the sites of American victories and
relive their personal contributions to the war effort. The American Legion’s leaders,
however, also aspired to demonstrate the organization’s ability to serve as unofficial
ambassadors. The enormous amount of planning that went into making the pilgrimage a
reality is evidence that the national leaders wanted the pilgrimage to be a success. They
wanted to cultivate the Legion’s image of a powerful advocacy organization abroad.
What better way than to begin this process than with their former allies with whom they
already had a bond based on wartime experiences? The Paris pilgrimage also reminds us
that, in this case, the act of remembrance came with a price. Not everyone could afford
the expense of the trip; thus, Paris and the battle sites became an exclusive space. Only
those who endured personal sacrifice and could represent the fallen, such as the Gold Star
Mothers, could accompany the Legionnaires bound for France. The rest would have to be
content with their local memory spaces, such as their post headquarters and monuments.
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“A Great Day of Franco-American Friendship”
Yet, this pilgrimage encompassed more than the remembrance of past sacrifices
and service on the local and national levels. Historian Richard Seelye Jones notes
that “the event stimulated the numerous veterans' associations in allied countries and
enhanced interest in the Fedération Interalliée Des Anciens Combattants (FIDAC),” a
loose international confederation of veterans’ associations dedicated to maintaining
world peace. 17 Membership in such associations constitutes part of what historian
Stephen R. Ortiz has dubbed the Legion’s “militant pacifism.” 18 Individually and
collectively, the Legionnaires worked for peace, but they desired to do so on their own
terms. As a result, they appeared “simultaneously co-operative and yet pointedly
distinct” from European organizations. 19 Guaranteeing peace to them meant lobbying for
legislation that would create a strong national defense, for they subscribed to a realistic
kind of pacifism. 20 A strong national defense equaled protection from danger. 21 For
example, the Legion supported the concept of universal service so that everyone would
share the burden of national defense equally. 22 However, the members of FIDAC did
not extend membership to ex-enemy countries, such as Germany, until 1926. Members
of the self-proclaimed German veterans’ association, the Reichsbanner, did participate
in FIDAC meetings, albeit in a limited way, until the end of the Weimar Republic. 23 The
17
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founding of such veterans’ organizations exemplifies the work of living memorials.
Veterans were uniquely positioned to work for peace because they shared a common
experience. 24 Indeed, it is the shared memory of their war-time experiences that made
possible these fraternal ties and made plausible the Legion’s unique version of
internationalism. Its members, which included the American Legion, believed that their
unity could help their respective countries to survive and that in the solidarity of the
Allies lay the “most sure and practical guarantee of peace.” 25
Indeed, not only did the Legion arrive to observe the tenth anniversary of the
AEF’s landing in France, but their visit heralded the sesquicentennial of the signing of
the Treaty of Amity and Commerce, the beginning of Franco-American friendship. The
French Ambassador Paul Claudel had addressed the Legion at a Boston convention only
a few months before in April to remind the veterans of the ties that existed between the
two countries. Possibly Claudel also wished to drum up support for an international
peace agreement, the Kellogg-Briand Pact, and to ascertain the Legion’s opinion. 26
The creation of the Kellogg-Briand Pact resulted from an international effort. On
the tenth anniversary of the United States’ entry into the Great War, French Prime
Minister Aristide Briand urged Americans to support a Franco-American peace pact. 27
Briand’s plea appealed to a number of disparate groups—feminists, socialists, ministers,
pacifists, internationalists, and even Republican conservatives. 28 Internationalists hoped
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that disarmament would align the US more closely with the League of Nations, perhaps
as a member of an affiliated institution, such as the World Court, while such isolationists
as Senator William Borah, chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee, recognized the
pact as a way to avoid future European “entanglements.” 29
Many expressed interest in veterans’ opinion of the pact, for they were the one
group who “had experienced the effects of war and understood both the value of military
power and the wisdom in not having to use it.” 30 National Commander Howard Savage
reminded the Legionnaires that “the eyes of the world are upon us. We are the
representatives of The American Legion, dedicated to the perpetuation of the high ideals
of service for which the war was fought.” 31 As the Legion had committed itself to
preserving peace, it did endorse the Kellogg-Briand Pact in 1928 during its national
convention in San Antonio but with a caveat: it would continue to support military
preparedness for “purely defensive purposes.” 32
The Legion had always advocated a strong national defense program and
criticized the decrease in military appropriations, and the state of the nation’s military
was one of the topics of the convention which lasted from September 18-22. In the
Trocadéro, the designated venue for the convention, the Legionnaires listened to
addresses and committee reports. 33 One of the committee reports delivered by Roy
Hoffman, the chairman of the Committee on National Defense, reflected a key part of
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the Legion’s current legislative program. The Legionnaires took seriously the idea that
peace was fragile and best protected by nations with strong militaries. They subscribed
to Major General Hunter Liggett’s admonishment in the conclusion of his memoir
A.E.F.: Ten Years Ago in France: “As with men, so with nations; it is the fate of the
indolent and the timid to see their rights become the prey of the active and the bold.” 34
Some blamed the pacifists who had seemingly become more vociferous for reductions in
the defense program. The Legion’s chief lobbyist John Thomas Taylor “complained that
organized pacifists, ‘great crowds’ of whom met in Washington repeatedly, had ‘pushed
our army and navy down to almost rock bottom’ by fighting military appropriations.” 35
The National Defense Act of 1920 had called for 280,000 personnel comprising the
regular army, two National Guard armies, and three armies of Officers Reserve Corps
members; however, this number had dwindled to 90,000. 36
Whether peace would continue to prevail seemed uncertain. The Legion worried
about the possibility of Japan’s increasing naval strength due to its denunciation of the
conditions of the Washington Naval Treaty which limited the number and size of
warships the Japan could possess. The Legion remained optimistic that the recent
appointment of former National Commander Hanford MacNider as assistant secretary of
war would allow the veterans to effect more change. For example, the universal draft bill
had been introduced in Congress in 1926 but had yet to be brought to the floor. 37 The
need for a strong national defense and the dream for world peace went hand-in-hand,
according to the Legion. As unofficial ambassadors, the Legionnaires worked to ensure
34

Major General Hunter Liggett, A.E.F.: Ten Years Ago in France (New York: Dodd, Mead, and Company,
1927), 335.
35
Rumer, The American Legion, 178.
36
Ibid., 179.
37
Rumer, The American Legion, 178.

96

peace by reaching out to their former allies. A message from President Coolidge
reiterated that part of the reason for holding the convention in Paris was to renew the
bonds of friendship and respect between the U.S. and France cemented during the war.
These friendships sustained the Legionnaires’ “militant pacifism,” and their
philosophy regarding maintaining peace also illustrates their belief in ongoing service.
Moreover, since they did not serve their country in isolation during the war, camaraderie
and service became inextricably linked. In 1927, the Legionnaires promoted this
connection to effect change for the future. The veterans continually found new
challenges to keep themselves relevant. They referenced their military service as proof
of their experience and right to have a voice in international affairs, and they drew upon
their memories of the war as a kind of capital to ensure that the pilgrimage unfolded
smoothly. Their reminiscences indicate that, although they may have yearned for the
return of their youth, they did not long to fight again. They did not fear defending their
country, but they wanted to avoid another costly and destructive war.
“They Are Used To Being Misunderstood”
Although the delegates did conduct important business in Paris, veterans tended to
view conventions as a form of vacation during which they were free from family and
career responsibilities. Indeed, the French government fêted Legion officials as they had
done in 1921. President Gaston Doumergue gave a dinner in honor of the National
Commander and distinguished guests of the convention and invited all Legionnaires to
attend numerous receptions as well. The convention also presented an opportunity to
relive old times, and it was during such reminiscences that the Legion acquired a
reputation for rowdiness. Historian Harvey Levenstein remarks that the Legionnaires’
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“drunkenness and boorish behavior” hardly endeared them to the French, and the
Communists excoriated them. 38 National headquarters, however, never endorsed this
kind of behavior which it considered detrimental to the Legion’s image and work. Some
contributors to The American Legion Monthly downplayed the criticism or made light of
it. One author assured, “They are used to being misunderstood by certain types in the
rear who, if they see a soldier taking a drink, exclaim, ‘Oh, the drunken soldier!’” 39 This
comment belies the Legion’s purported claim to inclusivity by making a distinction
between officers and their men; on the other hand, it illustrates that many Legionnaires
believed they merited ongoing special consideration from the public.
Supporters of anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, who had been
executed in August, protested the Legionnaires’ arrival as well, for they claimed that it
was too soon after Sacco and Vanzetti’s deaths to celebrate. 40 A number of French labor
organizations refused to commit to joining the festivities. They instead used the
Legion’s arrival as an opportunity to criticize the French government for its support for
right-wing politics. These organizations believed that the American Legion was part of a
fascist movement spreading across Europe in Poland, Romania, Hungary, Italy, and
Germany. 41 Liberal Legionnaires and the American Civil Liberties Union had also
criticized the Legion’s leaders for praising the Italian Fascists, but little fascist activity
occurred in the US before the late 1930s. 42 As historian Brooke L. Blower notes,
however, the Legion differed from fascist organizations in several key ways: it
maintained an organizational hierarchy that diffused power; it spouted no revolutionary
38
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rhetoric; it claimed to respect and uphold American laws (although many ignored
Prohibition and some joined the Ku Klux Klan); and while it drew its membership
largely from the middle class, its leadership hailed from the upper classes. 43
That the French government ignored the allegations of the Legion’s fascist ties
demonstrates the power of the memory of the Great War that the Legion characterized as
Americans’ service to France. Proceeding with the convention, moreover, addressed
economic and political concerns. Cities that hosted conventions tolerated Legionnaires’
shenanigans because of the boost to the local economy. Le Syndicat Général de
l’Industrie Hôtelière de Paris, La Chambre Syndicale des Hôteliers de Paris, and
various tourist companies especially benefited from the 1927 convention. Eleven tourist
companies designed twenty special itineraries for the Legionnaires who planned to tour
the battlefields. The combined effort of the French government, the American Battle
Monuments Commission, and the Legion produced tours to all sectors of France and
Belgium where American troops fought. These sectors included the Aisne-Marne district
between Château-Thierry and Rheims, the Meuse-Argonne, and the St. Mihiel and
Champagne districts. All tours began and ended in Paris and cost between $5 and $14,
depending on the distance traveled. 44
The Paris pilgrimage was a singular moment in the Legion’s history, yet it bore
one trait of the regular national conventions: it offered the veterans an escape from the
pressures and responsibilities of everyday life. That national headquarters never
censured or revoked the membership of the unruly suggests that leaders encouraged a
“boys will be boys” mentality. Their leniency also raised questions about entitlement.
43
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How long did veterans merit special consideration from the public? The fact that cities
tolerated the Legionnaires’ “invasion” testifies in part to the power of memory. Nearly
ten years after the end of the war, its memory still retained the power to soften the
Legionnaires’ transgressions, especially in such places as France, where battles had
actually occurred. According to French leaders, the Americans’ sacrifices had no
expiration date. Not all subscribed to the Legion’s collective war memory; however, as
evidenced by the French Left’s response. Contestation surrounded the meaning of the
war, as politics and memory reinforced each other.
“There Were Tears on Many Faces That Day”
The articles in the conservative newspaper Le Matin that covered the Legion’s
second pilgrimage suggest a different kind of reception than the one Levenstein
describes. Le Matin characterized the Second AEF as “a great day of French-American
friendship (une grande journée d’amitié franco-américaine).” 45 The Legion’s
convention began with a ceremony at the Arc de Triomphe followed by numerous
religious services held in various churches around Paris. The Reverend Frederick
Beekman, the chaplain of the Legion’s department in France, officiated the concluding
ceremony at the American Cathedral, on the posh Avenue George V. Among the
distinguished guests at this ceremony were Generals Pershing and Hartz, Lieutenant
Colonel Goudouneix, the representative of the President of the Republic, and Evangeline
Booth, the commander of the Salvation Army. Le Matin’s headlines praised the Legion
and reaffirmed the unity of the French and the American veterans.
During the pilgrimage, the Legion also participated in a grand parade through
Paris. Ten thousand Legionnaires and three thousand Auxiliares “representing every
45
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corner of American soil and American colonies in foreign lands” assembled on the
streets of Paris. 46 Le Matin commented, “This is not a Legion, this is a people who
marched yesterday in the capital (Ce n’est pas une Légion, c’est un peuple qui défila
hier dans la capitale).” 47 French veterans joined every unit in the procession, as more
than thirty band and drum corps accompanied 13,000 marchers. 48 It was a people united
by a common memory that inspired bystanders. Hundreds of thousands of enthusiastic
Parisians watched the Legionnaires march the five-mile route. 49 As author Frank Ernest
Hill recollects, “At the reviewing stand the government had made a place for the war
cripples, and as the blind passed by, some of these hobbled out, tears running down their
faces and cries in their throats, to embrace their comrades. But there were tears on many
faces that day everywhere along the streets, and shouts that broke with emotion.” 50 The
war had affected everyone, not only the veterans, but its cost was most visible in the
disabled who were living memorials of a more tragic kind than many of the
Legionnaires. The parade commenced at the Place des Invalides, crossed the Seine, and
approached the Arc de Triomphe, where for the first time in history the French
government permitted representatives from a foreign nation to pass under one of the
arches. There, Commander Savage placed a wreath. The parade disbanded in the Jardin
des Tuileries. 51 The French government’s representatives who attended the numerous
receptions given in the Legion’s honor constantly spoke of the camaraderie between the
two nations. Organizers designed the parade as a visual display of this camaraderie and
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as an emotional appeal to the public, some of whom were unconvinced of the American
contribution to the war.
To pay tribute to those comrades who died in France and to relive their moments
of glory, the Legionnaires visited the former sites of battles and the American
cemeteries. According to the American Graves Registration Service in Europe, 30,879
members of the AEF were buried in American military cemeteries in Europe. 52 In the
St. Mihiel sector, the French government erected a monument to those killed in battle.
Premier Poincaré remarked to the Legion representatives at the ceremony:
“France is not the capricious and mobile nation that superficial observers
have sometimes pretended to see in her; she is trustworthy and faithful in
her friends ... But nothing will ever make us forget the time when the
Tricolor and the Stars and Stripes flew next to each other in our rural
Lorraine, in front of the armies that fought side by side for the same
ideal.” 53

Poincaré’s message exhibits some of the same inclusive phraseology as the
speeches made during the American Legion’s New York state convention in 1926.
Choosing the phrase “the same ideal” allowed the audience to personalize their memory
of the war and was intended to foster a spirit of unity among the people. The public
could decide the meaning of the war for themselves. Mentioning that the Americans and
French fought side-by-side diminishes the power of any stereotypes held by both
cultures, and dwelling on shared sacrifices promoted the construction of a vague and
innocuous memory. It is understandable that the government would want to avoid
further provocations, since some had already protested the Legion’s visit.
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Le Matin conveyed only the French government’s opinion of the Legion, though.
Some may have resented the Legionnaires for reasons besides their sometimes
inappropriate behavior. One anonymous Frenchman put it succinctly: “The war? You
made the war and you made it well, but it never touched you.” 54 The contempt for the
Legion probably stemmed from a perception of unequal sacrifices and the resulting
American post-war prosperity. After all, the French had fought for four long years and
endured the destruction of their homeland, while the Americans remained largely
unaffected by the war. Thus, over the passing years, not all French citizens viewed the
American veterans as their saviors. Government leaders, however, tended to admire the
Legion for its dedication to law and order and for its ability to foster stability within
communities. Furthermore, the French economy could benefit from the Legion’s visit.
Legionnaires who attended the Paris convention underscored the international
aspect of the gathering. The La Grange Post No. 41 in Illinois dubbed member and
chairman of the Graves Registration Committee Oscar P. Chamberlain “‘Our
Ambassador without portfolio to France,’” and indeed, all who embarked on the
transatlantic journey served as unofficial ambassadors. 55 Not only did they renew their
relationship with the French veterans but they also shared their experiences of Europe
with Americans back home. James Walsh, former commander of the Edward McKee
Post No. 131 in Whitestone, New York, recalled in 1949 paying his respects at the grave
of the post’s namesake and reminded a new generation of Legionnaires of the debt that
they owed to their predecessors: “Many accomplishments have been obtained...for
which the veterans of World War II should be most grateful, and I can look back with
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the utmost pride to the small part I played in helping those who could not help
themselves.” 56
Although the American and French veterans and officials emphasized what their
reunion meant for a lasting peace, the manner in which they arranged this meeting
deserves equal attention. Underlying the rhetoric of internationalism and “militant
pacifism” was the language of memory which facilitated an understanding between
disparate groups of veterans. The pilgrimage’s organizers, furthermore, contrived
spectacles in which a memory of the war was on display. The convention was a
spectacle in itself with the opening ceremony at the Arc de Triomphe and the service at
the American Cathedral mirroring the welcoming addresses from city and state leaders
and the invocation of a typical convention. The 1927 convention in Paris was a Legion
gathering on a grand scale, and though the veterans could not pass resolutions, they
accomplished a great deal. As the newspaper Le Matin stated, it was not a Legion but a
people that marched through the streets of Paris on parade. The Legionnaires served as
the representatives of the American people and conveyed that the US was a powerful
nation and ally that saved France. The parade worked to counter the criticism leveled at
the Legion, as its stops at the Arc de Triomphe and Place des Invalides invoked the
themes of camaraderie and sacrifice.
“Our Contact with Fellow Veterans”
Nowhere was like-mindedness among veterans more obvious than between the
Americans and Canadians, and yet their relationship that had partially evolved from
reciprocal military service endured a number of challenges. First, anti-Americanism in
Canada strained relations. Claims that the US had won the war irked Canadians;
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however, some Americans joined the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) long before
the US declared war. 57 Before 1917, Americans enlisted in the CEF, though Prime
Minister Robert Borden opposed American enlistment until British Secretary of State for
War Lord Kitchener began to encourage it. 58 Altogether, 35, 612 Americans served in
the CEF, and five battalions (the 97th, 211th, 212th, 213th, and 237th) were designated
as American units. 59 These battalions were “unofficially designated ‘The American
Legion,’” and most of the Americans hailed from such northern states as
Massachusetts. 60
Across the border, President Wilson signed a bill that allowed recruiting for the
Canadian and British forces on May 8, 1917. This legislation established depots in major
centers so that British and Canadian residents in the US could join the CEF or British
forces. This recruiting mission ended when the draft began in the US. 61 The
governments of Great Britain, Canada, and the US then reached an agreement in “that
American citizens in Canada or Great Britain of draft age would be conscripted into the
Canadian or British Army and that British or Canadian subjects of draft age residing in
the United States would be drafted into the American Army.” 62 Those Americans who
joined the CEF were permitted to reclaim their citizenship when the war ended. 63 Many
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American soldiers remained in Canada, however, to assist Canadian manufacturers, who
held contracts with the US War Department, in reverting to peace-time production. 64
In 1925, Prime Minister Mackenzie King asked the US government for
permission to erect a monument to those Americans who enlisted in the CEF and were
killed. Designed by British architect Sir Reginald Blomfield, the twenty-four-foot
granite cross emblazoned with a bronze sword was unveiled on November 11, 1927, in
Arlington National Cemetery northwest of the Memorial Amphitheatre. 65 Despite the
erection of this memorial and the ties forged by commerce and intermarriage, relations
between the two neighboring countries remained uneasy. The American Legion posts
and Canadian Legion branches helped ease the tension.
The first American Legion post in Canada, Yankee Post No. 1, came into
existence through the efforts of Chris Thompson and the veterans’ group known as the
American Club. Based in Montreal, the post encountered anti-Americanism and had to
find “an objective to justify it’s [sic] existence.” 66 Many French Canadians in Quebec
resented their participation in the war and their treatment by the British. On the other
hand, some British residents criticized the US’s late entry into the war. 67 Like other
posts, Yankee Post No. 1 assisted their less fortunate comrades with food and clothes;
however, as post historian Pete Henley explains, “The real objective of the Post has
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evolved itself from our contact with the fellow Veterans of The Canadian Legion.” 68
Legionnaires helped to smooth over differences at the local level by attending each
other’s events. Although the Montreal Post’s parties and dances were not a financial
success, they generated camaraderie. In February 1935, Legionnaires Brace, Simpson,
and Ehlers of the Montreal Post attended a dinner and dance hosted by the Jean Brilliant
V.C. Branch of the Canadian Legion in honor of the French Minister to Canada M.
Raymond Brugere. The following month, Legionnaires Simpson, L’Heureux, and
Henley appeared at the Grand Ball and Concert given by the Ville-Marie Branch of the
Canadian Legion to celebrate its eighteenth anniversary. 69 Moreover, the American
Legion posts sometimes hosted influential government representatives whose meetings
undoubtedly fostered commerce. In 1927, the Montreal Post hosted a number of officers
from the First Pursuit Group of the US Air Service and L.W. Meekins, the US Trade
Commissioner to Canada, in addition to Legionnaire T. C. Donnelly, the Assistant Trade
Commissioner and the Consul General of the US Consulate General in Montreal, Albert
Halstead. Meekins “suggested that it was not beyond conjecture” that more planes
would embark on transnational flights and that perhaps commercial lines would be
established one day. 70 Meekins’ pronouncement was realized in 1928 when a Canadian
charter was issued to Canadian Colonial Airways Ltd., which operated between
Montreal and New York. 71
Along the US-Canadian border, Americans and Canadians had contact with each
other before the war, but it brought different kinds of exchanges and altered the
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countries’ relationship. Although some Americans served with the CEF and relocated to
Canada after the war, Canadians had not forgotten that the US invaded their country
during the War of 1812. With the US becoming an international presence after the war,
Canada could not be altogether certain what its relationship was with its southern
neighbor. American Legion posts based in Canada helped to normalize relations on a
local level because they reestablished the kind of contact that occurred before the war.
Such activities as card parties, dinners, and dances helped veterans to see beyond
nationality and to judge each other for their values and character.
“The Largest Peace-Time Movement from Canada”
The American Legion’s pilgrimage inspired the Canadian Legion to undertake
one of its own. In 1936, 6,400 Canadian veterans and their wives embarked on the
transatlantic voyage to view the completed monument. 72 This pilgrimage shared several
attributes of the American Legion’s earlier pilgrimage—camaraderie and
commemoration—but whereas the American Legionnaires firmly embraced their role as
unofficial ambassadors, the Canadians returned to France strictly as pilgrims. Instead of
a parade, the highlight of this pilgrimage was the dedication of the memorial at Vimy
Ridge, and the focus shifted from the living to the dead.
The Legionnaires anticipated that this event would coincide with the unveiling of
Canada’s memorial to the Battle of Vimy Ridge. 73
Public memory has enshrined the Battle at Vimy Ridge as the moment when
Canadians established their national identity. 74 On April 9-12, 1917, all four divisions of
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the CEF under the command of Sir Julian Byng drove the Germans from the ridge in
northern France. 75 The Canadians completed a task which the Allies had been trying to
accomplish for two years. 76 Recently, military historians have reassessed the popular
narrative of the Canadian victory. Michael Boire observes that earlier battles fought by
the French in 1914-1915 and later by the British in 1916 in the Vimy sector of the
Western Front laid the groundwork for the Canadians’ success. 77 By the time the CEF
began wresting control of the ridge away from the Germans, over 300,000 French,
British, and German lives had been sacrificed for this ground. 78 Craters, shell holes, and
battlefield wreckage marred the landscape, making transporting supplies difficult. Boire
also notes that the earlier engagements had pushed the Germans back into a small,
heavily fortified perimeter on Hill 145, “an ideal target for the heavy artillery because so
many defenders had been packed into a reduced area.” 79 Therefore, these British and
French contributions render the capture of Vimy Ridge an “Allied victory, in the best
sense,” according to Boire. 80
Analyzing the German accounts of the battle, Andrew Godefroy finds that the
Canadians outnumbered the Germans, with a German army division comprising 11,650
men and a Canadian division containing 19,772. 81 However, in this instance, the
Germans were on the defense and tried to overcome this deficiency with better
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firepower. They desperately needed reinforcements as their rations and ammunition
dwindled, but General Ludwig von Falkenhausen, his Chief of Staff, Oberst von Nagel,
and their divisions were too far away. Godefroy explains, “As a result, with notable
exceptions on the 4th Division front, Canadian infantry were able to overrun enemy
positions before the Germans could emerge to fight.” 82 Indeed, Fred Robichaud of
Amherst, Nova Scotia, who fought in the battle, recalls, “We reached the first German
trench before stunned enemy soldiers could crawl out of their dugouts. Our machine
gunners kept them [the Germans] tied down in front while we worked our way round
behind and silenced them.” 83 Most German records, nevertheless, portray the battle as a
draw, and the commander of VIII Reserve Corps General Wichura received the Croix de
l’Ordre Pour le Mérite in recognition of his performance at Vimy. 84
The Canadian Corps, which comprised 100,000 men, sustained 10,602 casualties
with 3,598 killed and 7,000 wounded but proved itself as “an elite fighting force.” 85
Given that the more than 60,000 were killed and 172,000 were wounded while serving
in the CEF during the course of the war, the casualties suffered at Vimy were not
insignificant. 86 For Canadians, however, the battle was a symbolic success if not a
military one. Their performance at Vimy was not the only time the CEF distinguished
itself, however. The First Canadian Division fought admirably at the Second Battle of
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Ypres in 1915, when it held the line during a gas attack. Later in October 1917, the
Canadians captured Passchendaele. 87 Yet, the Battle of Vimy Ridge resonated in the
public consciousness. The commentators’ accounts had the power to unite the sacred
and secular in the public’s mind, for the battle commenced on Easter Monday and the
victory solidified Canadian national identity. 88 Poems memorializing Vimy proliferated
in newspapers across the country; they appeared in weeklies, agricultural papers, and
magazines. Although they incorporated a range of tones, historian Jonathan Vance
observes, “There is a surprising degree of concordance.” 89 Between 1917 and 1936 the
poetry’s tone varied little. This characterization of Vimy, moreover, had spread abroad.
In honor of the pilgrimage and the monument’s unveiling, the poet M. L. Berot-Berger,
composed a poem to “Aux Vainqueurs de Vimy”—“Nos Canadiens, vainqueurs de la
rafale.” 90 By incorporating such phrases as “their sublime and triumphal ascension,”
Berot-Berger tried to imbue the victory with a spiritual quality; thus, Vimy became
associated with the birth of a nation. 91
As early as 1928, the Dominion Convention, the Canadian Legion’s national
convention, passed a resolution at Regina asking for a pilgrimage to France. The
Dominion President Lieutenant Colonel L. R. LaFléche ordered the creation of
itineraries and the negotiations with steamship and railway companies to begin, but the
Great Depression soon halted preparations. In July 1934, the Canadian Legion resumed
its plans with an announcement in The Legionary. It called the pilgrimage “the largest
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peace-time movement from Canada across the Atlantic and back that our country has
witnessed.” 92
Once economic conditions began to improve slightly because of the introduction
of high import tariffs, the Canadian Legion continued with its preparations for the trip.
Dominion President Alex Ross published an invitation in the organization’s periodical
The Legionary for interested veterans to contact Dominion Command. Soon the Legion
became inundated with applications from its members, veterans unaffiliated with the
association, and widows. 93 It established a National Pilgrimage Committee with
representatives from other veterans’ associations. Ben W. Allen from the Legion’s
Dominion Command became the primary organizer of the pilgrimage. Like the
American Legion’s National Travel Director John Wicker, Jr., Allen and his staff
assumed responsibility for transportation details and hotel accommodations overseas. 94
Separate departments handled applications, war graves and cemeteries inquiries, finance,
purchasing passports, and insurance. 95 In addition, the Legion asked Edwin Baker, one
of Canada’s “best-known and universally respected veterans,” to sit on the committee as
a representative of the Sir Arthur Pearson Association (SAPA) for blind veterans. 96
In 1935, J.R. Bowler, the General Secretary of the Legion, and Ben W. Allen
journeyed overseas to contact other veterans’ associations, such as the British Legion
and The Returned Soldiers’ Association of France to obtain support for the pilgrimage. 97
The National Pilgrimage Committee “felt it unreasonable” to ask the government for
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financial assistance to cover trip expenses, despite the US government’s involvement
with the Gold Start Mothers. 98 Although those wishing to make the trip had to pay their
own way, the Canadian government issued a special passport free of charge to the
pilgrims. Furthermore, the War Records Branch of the Department of National Defence
made available information regarding the location of war graves and cemeteries. In
addition, the National Pilgrimage Committee, chaired by Lt.-General Sir Richard
Turner, negotiated deals with the Canadian Pacific and Cunard-White Star Steamship
Companies and Thomas Cook and Son, Ltd. for sea and land transportation. 99 The deal
consisted of twenty percent off regular third-class ocean fare, train and motor-coach
transportation, accommodations and meals for three days in France and Belgium, and
accommodation and breakfast for four days in London. Altogether, the trip cost $160 per
person, and since the average skilled worker in Ontario made between $14 and $36
Canadian dollars per week, it would have taken him over a year to save enough for the
trip. 100 All ex-servicemen and women were eligible to apply for the trip. 101 Steamship or
railway agents in the pilgrims’ hometowns dispensed the tickets and railway vouchers,
and afterwards, special trains conducted the pilgrims to Montreal, where they would
depart for France. 102
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Although the pilgrimage was unprecedented in Canada’s history, Ben Allen
insisted that the Canadian Legion never gave “the impression that the trip was going to
be a joy-ride.” 103 The purposes of the pilgrimage were to commemorate the fallen and to
strengthen the relationship between Canada and France. 104 Canadian Legionnaires hoped
to find new inspiration and “fresh courage for the battle of life” to deal with such issues
as pension reform and unemployment. 105 Tensions simmered in cities, such as Toronto,
where unemployed men protested unfair treatment by the government. Unemployment,
stagnant membership, and the possibility of war all challenged the Canadian Legion, and
it made sense that the veterans needed a moment in which they could exchange their
advocate’s mantle for that of an ordinary pilgrim. Indeed, the Canadian Legion itself
garnered little attention during the memorial service that followed the monument’s
unveiling. Everyone’s focus remained on the names etched into the monument’s stone.
As the Ottawa Citizen described, “The day [of the unveiling] belonged to men who walk
with the living only in spirit.” 106 The Canadian Legionnaires never advertised
themselves in the same manner as their American counterparts. The American Legion
eagerly anticipated its return to Paris where it was “conscious that the eyes of the whole
United States are upon it.” 107 The Legionnaires viewed their pilgrimage not only as a
sacred journey but also as an historic “joyous reunion.” 108 The articles in The American
Legion Monthly portrayed them as soldiers poised to receive a long-awaited
homecoming, and the focus was as much on the veterans as it was on their fallen
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comrades. 109 In contrast, the Canadian Legionnaires generated little fanfare about their
pilgrimage.
On July 16 and 17, 1936, the five ships sailed from Montreal, and the pilgrims
disembarked in France on July 25. 110 Florence Murdock, one of the pilgrims from
Amherst, Nova Scotia, remembered, “Really the spirit and friendliness of the whole six
thousand pilgrims from Canada was marvellous [sic], and we were just like one big
happy family.” 111 The pilgrims received a warm welcome from the French as well.
According to Murdock, “cheering throngs” greeted them with “Vive le Canada.” 112 The
French newspapers paid homage to all the Canadian soldiers who fought at Vimy who
faithfully answered their sovereign’s call. 113 On July 26, nearly 100,000 people,
including members of the French Senate, mayors of the towns, villages, and communes
of the Pas de Calais, and French President Albert Lebrun, the President of the British
Legion, Sir Edwin Lutyens, the architect of the Cenotaph, the US ambassador to France,
General John J. Pershing, and the Hon. Ernest Lapointe, the Canadian minister of
justice, gathered on Hill 145 for the monument’s unveiling. 114 The calm surroundings
coupled with the focus on sacrifice emphasized that July 26 marked a day of peace for
the former allies.
The Canadian and British pilgrims eagerly awaited the arrival of King Edward
VIII who would unveil the monument, one of his few public acts before his abdication
later in 1936. Though Canadian public memory upheld the Battle of Vimy as a defining
moment for the Dominion, historian Jonathan Vance asserts “the imperial context in
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which the nation flourished was always present.” 115 Canadians still took pride in
belonging to the British Empire. After all, the Canadian Legion was technically part of
the British Empire Service League, and the Legion declared itself to be “intensely
national and British.” 116 An apparent contradiction, this statement indicates that the
Legionnaires believed both identities could co-exist in harmony. Vance, furthermore,
interprets the phrase as referring to Canada’s “historical legacy.” 117 His observation may
be correct; however, the Vimy memorial dedication demonstrates that the Legionnaires
felt a loyalty to King and Empire that had persisted since the Legion’s founding in 1925.
In addition to being King of Canada, Edward VIII was a favorite among the
Legionnaires because of his military service. When the unveiling ceremony was still
being planned, L. R. LaFlèche, the deputy minister for national defense, expressed the
hope that the king would be able to participate in the ceremony given “the close
association of His Majesty with the Canadian Corps during the Great War and the
importance of the Pilgrimage of Canadian Ex-Soldiers and their relatives.” 118 The king’s
presence was important for diplomatic reasons as well. LaFlèche stated that if the king
came to Vimy then the President of France and the King of Belgium would also receive
invitations to the ceremony. 119 Edward VIII’s safety at the dedication was a major
concern for the French government, which ordered 2,000 regular troops to line the route
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to the monument and 1,000 garde mobile stationed at various points. Several hundred
plainclothes policemen also roamed the crowds at the ceremony. 120
“God Save the King” heralded the arrival of the king to Hill 145, quickly
followed by the anthem “O Canada.” The order of the music connoted the changing
relationship between Canada and the metropole. In the original order of service, “O
Canada” appeared much later in the program, but Col. LaFlèche suggested the switch so
that the song would seem like a national anthem instead of “incidental music.” LaFlèche
believed that this change “would be very gratifying to Canadians.” 121 As the king
inspected the veterans’ Guard of Honor, “the ex-Servicemen for a few brief moments
were once more youthful soldiers, doing their cheerful spot of work proudly, loyally and
conscientiously.” 122 The king also met with groups of amputees and blinded veterans.
The memorial service illustrates the confluence of past and present for the
pilgrims. The Rev. C.C. Owen of Vancouver, who conducted the service, remarked on
the “memories [that] crowd back as we tread the ground and again and we think of the
lessons learned, or which should have been learned—by a war-weary world.” 123
Standing before the memorial, the pilgrims confronted the enormity of Canada’s
sacrifice and its meaning eight years after the war’s end. It was clear that they believed
some good had resulted from the catastrophe but now that fragile peace was in danger.
The speakers also acknowledged another concern. The Rev. George Oliver Fallis of
Toronto declared, “Without us their vision fades. Today on these slopes of Vimy a
deathless army urges us on. To us they throw the torch. This Monument is a fresh pledge
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that we shall not break faith.” 124 Much like the speakers at the American Legion
conventions, those at the Vimy monument’s dedication relied on vague phrases. No one
articulated precisely what keeping the faith entailed, only that it somehow involved
remembrance and a commitment to serve. Articles appearing in some Canadian
newspapers later widened this appeal for service to include all citizens, not just
Legionnaires. 125 All who attended the monument’s unveiling were dedicated to honoring
and protecting their memory. The allusions to Canadian poet John McCrae’s poem “In
Flanders Fields,” such as “throw the torch” and “shall not break faith,” suggested that
the war had signaled a new era in which Canadians would have to become more active
in international affairs.
Although the pilgrims honored the sacrifices of the dead, recent events in Europe
compelled them to situate their memory of the Great War in terms of the present. Italy
had just annexed Ethiopia, and civil war had broken out in Spain the week before the
monument’s dedication. The Vimy pilgrimage was equally concerned with holding on to
peace as it was with memorializing the past. Col. LaFlèche privately hoped that the
gathering at Vimy would be a comfort “in an atmosphere disturbed by constant
alarms.” 126 In his address, Minister of Justice Ernest Lapointe emphasized Canada’s
French and English heritage in order to strengthen solidarity with France. Even the
Communist newspaper l’Humanité stressed the link between republican France and
British democracy. 127 The dignitaries were trying to remind the pilgrims of the meaning
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or higher purpose of Canada’s sacrifice in view of another possible war, yet Edward
VIII—a veteran—did not respond when asked why the war was fought. During the
ceremony, the king met with Mrs. C.S. Wood of Winnipeg who had lost eight of her
twelve sons in the war. Mrs. Wood said, “‘Oh sir, I have been looking at the trenches
and I just can’t figure out why our boys had to go through that,’” but the king only
responded, “‘Please God Mrs. Wood, it shall never happen again.’” 128 The veterans
appeared to be on a personal mission to honor their fallen comrades, whereas the state
leaders attempted to frame the memory of their sacrifice to help shape the current state
of foreign relations. Mr. Lapointe observed that Europe and America were now
beginning to share “a mutual desire” for peace. He also stressed that Canada was home
to two cultures but both wanted to preserve liberty and social progress. He continued,
“The greatest tribute we can pay to our Canadian soldiers is to be able to state that their
sacrifices have in some measure contributed to bring about in our civilization this new
conception of international relations, namely, a universal peace based on the recognition
of the immutable right of all peoples to the free enjoyment of liberty and justice.” 129
One way that Canadian leaders tried to cultivate conditions for this universal peace was
by pointing out how they and their former allies shared a love for liberty and justice.
General Sir Arthur Currie, commander of the CEF during the war, had also identified
common causes between Canada and other nations in the March 1927 issue of the
American Legion Monthly. According to Currie, Canada and the US should reflect on
their “common heritage” and struggles for “the same ideals.” 130 During the memorial
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service, President Lebrun likewise commented on the similarities between the Canadian
and French armies: both had fought for peace, justice, honor, and loyalty. 131
The massive monument on Hill 145 encapsulated Canada’s commitment to
sacrifice and peace. Looking toward the Douai Plains, a white-cowled woman,
symbolizing Canada, stands with her head bowed mourning her dead. 132 A sarcophagus
decorated in laurel branches sits below her and behind her stand two massive pylons.
The sculptor, Walter Allward, stated that it stood as a “protest ... against the futility of
war.” 133 Allward’s design had won the competition sponsored by the Canadian
Battlefields Memorials Commission which oversaw the construction of monuments. 134
The Commission’s selection was a logical choice, as Allward had experience designing
memorials. He had already completed one to the South African War and the Bell
memorial in Brantford, Ontario. 135
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The Vimy Memorial, however, would become his best-known work. Two groups of
figures, known as “The Defenders,” represent the ideals for which Canadians had fought.
One group symbolizes the “Breaking of the Sword,” and the other the “Sympathy of
Canadians for the Helpless.” The empty sarcophagus which rests in front of the
monument recalls the sacrifices made for these ideals. The woman known as “Canada
bereft” stands above the tomb. Two allegorical figures, “The Spirit of Sacrifice” and the
“Passing of the Torch,” reside between the towering columns. As historian Jacqueline
Hucker describes, “these figures reach aloft to the highest point on the columns where, in
[Allward’s] words, the ‘figures of Truth, Faith, Justice, Charity, Knowledge and Peace
sing the Hymn of Peace.’” 136 In keeping with the emphasis on the French-Canadian
relationship, the monument also pays tribute to the sacrifices of approximately 50,000
French troops who were killed in this section of the front before the Canadian Corps
could occupy it. One of the pylons is inscribed with the fleur-de-lis and the laurel. 137
Indeed, the honorary president of the Canadian Legion, General Brutinel, stated that the
memorial service demonstrated the French people’s gratitude to the Canadians who had
helped them achieve a victory in 1917. 138 Moreover, LeBrun affirmed that the solidarity
symbolized by the pylons had achieved a peace that was mutually beneficial to anxious
peoples facing the uncertainties of the future. 139
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The Canadian Legion’s pilgrimage was largely a somber occasion centered on the
dedication of Vimy memorial. The pilgrims gathered to reflect on their country’s loss
and to remember their fallen comrades for whom they served as spokesmen. In many
ways, the pilgrimage was indicative of the 1930s, as Canada and Europe remained in the
shadow of the Great Depression. In spite of the solemnity and uncertainty that
surrounded the monument’s dedication, the veterans could look back on the trip as a
milestone in the Legion’s history. They had successfully collaborated with other
veterans’ associations and fostered a much-needed sense of camaraderie among
disparate groups. In addition, the king himself had attended the dedication and had
reminded the Legionnaires’ of their youth. The unveiling of the Vimy memorial
encouraged the veterans to commemorate past sacrifices and to consider what their
pledge to keep the faith meant for the future. One thing they believed it entailed was to
promote peace.
“To Bind Together All Sections of the Community”
The pilgrims demonstrated a renewed commitment to their ideals at Vimy, but
they faced the challenge of maintaining and perpetuating them at home. Not only did
1936 mark the year of the Vimy Pilgrimage, but the Canadian Legion itself also had just
passed a milestone. The organization had celebrated its tenth anniversary in 1935 and
had expanded to 1,427 branches, including 117 in the US, with a total membership of
160,000. 140 Branches provided shelter for homeless, unemployed single veterans,
assumed responsibility for Remembrance Day services, oversaw the erection of local
war memorials, and planned activities for youth. One Legion pamphlet explained that
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the Legion Hall remained “the focus of social activity” and that “Legion activity is
designed to bind together all sections of the community.” 141 These types of activities
included dances, concerts, and commemorative dinners, such as ones to mark Armistice
Day. 142
In particular, the Legion Service Bureaux remained active by helping veterans
with questions about their pensions. Since the Legion’s founding, the bureaux saw 6,289
claims successfully adjusted. 143 Provincial commands were urged to cooperate with
Dominion Command by contributing financially. For example, beginning in April 1936,
the Alberta Command sent $500 to Dominion Command for the Service Bureau. 144 The
bureaux did not work alone, however. The Dominion Government gave the Legion an
annual grant to help maintain the Dominion Headquarters Service Bureau in Ottawa.
The government contributed $1.00 for each dollar spent by the Legion on the Service
Bureau headquarters with a $10,000 maximum. From the government’s perspective, the
Legion was relieving the local government of its responsibility toward pensioners by
helping them to establish claims or to resolve problems. 145

Pension reform

continued to be a pressing issuing in the mid-1930s as did the establishment of a
veterans’ bureau, the passing of the War Veterans’ Allowance Act, and the completion
of the Hyndman Committee’s survey of unemployment conditions among veterans. The
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Legion supported the elimination of time limits for original applications under the
Pension Act, either for disability or death and the restoration of commuted pensions. 146
Meanwhile, unemployment in the major cities, such as Toronto, had hit veterans
hard, and in some cases, they were fighting back. On June 8, 1936, J. King, the
Secretary of the British Ex-Servicemen, a veterans’ social welfare club, wrote to Prime
Minister King to inform him of the tense situation in the municipalities surrounding
Toronto where men had begun resisting evictions from their landlords. King wrote, “In
East York and York Township the situation is bordering very close to the line of
bloodshed at any moment.” 147 In 1936, the national government announced the
establishment of a commission to recommend strategies to provide employment for exservicemen. The Rattray Commission, whose commissioners were Legionnaires, held
meetings throughout Canada where veterans could plead their cases. The Rattray
Commission recommended a monthly allowance of $18.50 for single men and $30.00
for married men with dependent wives who were not receiving disability pensions.
Unfortunately, the government did not adopt these recommendations. 148
In many communities, the Canadian Legion branches helped to close the gap
between governmental assistance and individual resources by extending financial help to
veterans, regardless of their membership in the organization. In November 1935,
Legionnaire Col. Ralph Webb noted that 130,000 members of veterans’ organizations
were “carrying the load for 270,000 non members who were benefited to the same
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extent as those who contributed time, energy, and money.” 149 For smaller branches
which felt the pinch of the Depression more keenly, this often meant dropping inactive
members from their rolls. Once, when Provincial Command Secretary Sherran criticized
the Summerside Branch in Prince Edward Island for its small membership, Comrade
Reg Ellis replied that the branch “could not afford to carry deadbeats ... when so much
money was required to look after needy veterans.” 150
Stagnant or falling membership and apathy toward the Legion prompted the
officers of the Alberta Command to investigate the reasons for the decline. After
conducting a survey in 1936, they found that the public was starting to resent the
government’s preferential treatment of veterans. For example, non-veterans seeking
employment with the civil service believed they were denied jobs because of the
preferential clause. In addition, the publicity about the Legion made the public wary of
new projects which might result in tax increases. Some Legionnaires also accused those
in the Dominion and Provincial Commands of using their position for personal or
financial gain. Others asserted that as members had aged they had formed social contacts
away from the Legion. 151 As a result, the Legion had lost some of its purpose. To revive
interest in the Legion, Alberta Command recommended opening membership to friends
of current members and working for the betterment of the majority of Legionnaires,
rather than only the pensioners. 152
In sum, the officers in Alberta Command concluded that an increasing number of
people believed, “The war has been over a long time. No man remains a hero
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indefinitely.” 153 The survey results contained several implications for the memory of the
war. First, this comment suggests that the public believed heroism and commemoration
of the war had limits. Remembrance remained an important ritual but one that should
occupy a designated time and place, such as Remembrance Day. Furthermore,
remembrance proved more convenient when the public did not have to sacrifice its own
comfort for the sake of able-bodied veterans whom they believed should not claim
special privileges indefinitely. Finally, the survey results implied that the Canadian
Legion should consider reinventing itself or reimagining its vision as an organization if
it wanted to remain relevant.
Conclusion
Despite their difference in focus, the American Legion’s and the Canadian
Legion’s pilgrimages both represented a kind of homecoming. The American Legion
could trace its origins to Paris, and many of the veterans considered their military
experience in France a coming of age. For the Canadian Legionnaires, returning to the
site of the battle of Vimy Ridge meant revisiting where Canada solidified its nationalism.
The American and Canadian Legions’ performances as living memorials in France
remind us of the transient nature of public memory of the Great War. The American
Legion concluded its ninth annual convention on 22 September 1927, and the leaders of
the Second AEF bid farewell to France at a magnificent gala at Fontainebleau. 154 The
Legionnaires served as unofficial ambassadors during their pilgrimage to Paris and
helped form an international collective war memory grounded in the camaraderie of the
veterans’ youth. During traditional forms of commemoration, such as monument
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dedications and parades, the Legion celebrated the alliance between France and the US.
The war had been an inspiring adventure for many Legionnaires, but they also
acknowledged its high cost. The Legion concomitantly honored its debt to fallen
comrades, but as a living memorial, it believed commemoration should involve more than
empty ritual. By supporting other veterans’ organizations like FIDAC and by performing
community service, Legionnaires also perpetuated ideals, such as citizenship and
democracy, for which they had fought in the war.
The Legionnaires returned home to continue championing veterans’ rights and
thus preserve their memory of the Great War, but the American Legion never held
another convention abroad. The Canadian Legion likewise did not embark on another
pilgrimage abroad. The memories evoked by the commemorations in 1927 and 1936
began to fade, and the veterans contended with losing their status as heroes and
acquiring the label of relic. Relics are curiosities, but they have no function. They are
obsolete. If the Legionnaires lost their status as heroes, then they lost part of their
identity. It was clear that the memories of the old generation were ceding to those of the
next. 155 The pilgrimages, however, ensured that both associations remained in the public
view for a little longer. As the American Legion’s National Commander Howard Savage
reminded, “The eyes of the world are upon us.” The leaders of the Canadian Legion
were also aware that their pilgrimage could strengthen “the bond of friendship and good
will that already existed between Canada and the countries [they] visited.” 156
The nostalgia of the twenties was abating in the possibility of another war.
Examples of nostalgia abounded in the American Legion’s parties that recalled their
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military service in France. Their pilgrimage heightened these feelings and fostered
camaraderie among the veterans. The Canadian Legionnaires also briefly exhibited this
yearning for their past when they spoke with King Edward VIII, yet the tone of the
memorial dedication suggested that they harbored some uncertainty as to what the war
meant in 1936. They therefore kept their focus on the dead. Their shared collective
memories of the Great War retained importance beyond their organizations, however, as
Hitler gained power. To some degree, peace depended on the veterans’ recollections of
Château Thierry, St. Mihiel, and Vimy Ridge. Emotional appeals invoking the memory
of those who sacrificed their lives in the war facilitated progress on international
agreements, such as the Kellogg-Briand Pact, and cooperation between international
veterans’ associations, such as FIDAC. The Canadian Legion’s pilgrimage in 1936
illustrates the relevance of the memory of these battles, especially at Vimy Ridge. As the
pilgrims recalled, the war resulted in both the destruction of peoples and the creation of
new nations. The Canadian Legionnaires viewed the war in part as a coming of age and
as a sacred experience in which grief united Anglo and French veterans. Canadians were
eager to assume more responsibility for governing themselves and believed that their
wartime contributions had proved that they were worthy. Returning to Vimy
acknowledged what their fallen comrades had done for them. Legionnaires, whatever
their nationality, expressed a commitment to honor these sacrifices in substantial and
practical ways.
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Chapter Five: 1931: Detroit, Michigan

Introduction
In 1931, during the American Legion’s national convention hosted in Detroit,
Michigan, President Herbert Hoover stood before the veterans and implored them to pass
a resolution opposing the immediate cash payment of their adjusted service certificates.
Hoover claimed that paying the adjusted compensation or bonus as it came to be called,
would bankrupt the nation which was in the throes of the Great Depression. He recalled,
“My mind goes back to the days of the war when you and I served in our appointed tasks.
At the end of those years ... when peace came, you and I knew that ... there would be
further emergencies still before our country and the world when self-denial and
courageous service must be given ... This is an emergency and these are the times for
service to which we must put full heart and purpose to help and not retard the return of
the happy days we know are ahead of your country and of mine.” 1 Hoover appealed to
the delegates’ sense of patriotism and duty and their memories of their wartime service.
He spoke to them using familiar terms, as one comrade to another. Knowing that the
Legionnaires believed they were engaged in an ongoing service, Hoover believed he
could persuade them to come to their country’s aid again. In contrast, Detroit Mayor and
Legionnaire Frank Murphy asserted, “And, most of all, my comrades, it is our plain duty
to come out on the firing line in the interest of the jobless veteran and brother, denied the
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right to work, because of social and economic conditions, a government unconcerned, for
which he is in no wise to blame.” 2
According to Murphy, the members of the Legion had a “mandate” from their
dead comrades to continue to serve the living ex-servicemen. 3 All those who addressed
the delegates at the convention stressed that since the Legionnaires achieved victory in
1918 as the AEF, they would also defeat the economic crisis of the 1930s. 4 For some, a
victory during the Great Depression included receiving their adjusted compensation when
they needed it most. The debate over the bonus threatened to split the American Legion
during its national conventions in 1931 and 1932, a fact that the Legion’s organizational
histories and studies of the Bonus March have noted but have neglected to fully explore.
Differences in politics and socioeconomic class only partly account for the division. The
crux of the matter lies in the Legionnaires’ interpretation of their military service. Many
rank-and-file Legionnaires argued that they deserved this payment as former citizen
soldiers; however, others insisted that the welfare of their disabled comrades took
precedence. The Canadian Legionnaires also engaged in similar debates about their
pensions to prove the ongoing value of their past military service and their present
relevance. This chapter explores how both organizations articulated their definitions of
2
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service, making this idea an integral part of their memories of the Great War. The
Legionnaires’ positions in these debates hinged on their definitions of service, and
intertwined in these characterizations were their memories of the war. Those who decried
government assistance remembered how they were privileged to serve and to sacrifice for
their country. They asserted their willingness to sacrifice again for their less fortunate
brethren. On the other hand, those who demanded their promised financial compensation
recalled that since they had already answered their country’s call for help, it was time for
their government to take care of them.
“Remember My Forgotten Man”
In 1930, the population of the US numbered 123,188,000, of which 4,680,000
were veterans. In other words, veterans composed 3.7% of the population. 5 During
President Hoover’s administration, expenditures for veterans increased from $665.3
million in 1930 to $835.4 million in 1932.6 These appropriations included funds for the
construction of hospitals and soldiers’ homes. 7 Although the “provisions awarded [to] the
veterans amounted to more than 16 % of the total federal income,” they did little to assist
able-bodied veterans in search of work. 8 When their unemployment stretched on for
years, some men despaired of ever being able to provide for their families. A letter from a
John Thomas of Centerline, Michigan, to US Senator James Couzens of Birmingham,
Michigan, voiced the desperation of thousands. Thomas was the father of six children and
had been jobless for over two years when he contacted Senator Couzens. As a last resort,
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he had applied for government assistance but received only three dollars per week. He
explained, “Mr. Couzens no man can feed six growing children on $3.00 a week … I am
not speaking for me only but the hundreds in this area … I don’t know whom to turn to. I
am just like a worm that has been stepped on.” 9 The simile in Thomas’s letter suggested
that he believed his inability to provide for his family had emasculated him. Letters such
as these were forwarded to Governor Wilbur M. Brucker who concluded that Michigan
needed “a prompt and thorough inventory” of the number of unemployed and the total
available resources in the state and an estimation of the effectiveness of the current relief
programs. He urged that this inventory be conducted before considering emergency
legislation and appropriations. 10
Some legislators believed allowing needy veterans to cash in their adjusted
service certificates would help them to weather the Great Depression. Since May 1929,
Democratic Congressman Wright Patman had been lobbying for the passage of his bill
“to provide immediate cash payment at full value” of the certificates. 11 A Texas native
and Legionnaire, Patman asserted that the fight over the so-called bonus legislation
encompassed not only the economic conditions caused by the Great Depression but also
class and regional divisions. 12 Patman stated that “the farmers were in distress because
all the money went to Wall Street. They were using it up there, manipulating. They were
not using money out in the country.” 13 At the American Legion’s 1931 national
convention, Patman pointed to the fact that Congress had granted war contractors
9
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adjusted compensation amounting to hundreds of millions of dollars and therefore it
should do as much for veterans. 14
During the Great Depression, many in the federal government implored exservicemen and women to do their duty for their country once again by foregoing their
financial compensation until 1945. 15 Opponents of the so-called “bonus” included
Secretary of the Treasury Andrew W. Mellon who claimed that millions of Americans’
“‘careers might be blighted for years by such ill-advised, reckless, and needless
spending.’” 16 Mellon’s statement echoed the thoughts of some policy makers who had
desired to prevent the corruption that infected the Civil War pension system. Despite
these politicians’ fiscal conservatism, Congress “continually voted to liberalize veterans’
benefits and pensions, more often than not over presidential vetoes.” 17 Such industrialists
as George Eastman and Pierre S. DuPont also opposed the bonus for similar reasons.
In the early 1930s, the American Legion’s leaders waffled on the issue of
immediate cash payment of veterans’ adjusted compensation certificates. During the
1930 national convention in Boston, the National Legislative Committee killed several
resolutions calling for immediate cash payment. One resolution “calling for payment of
14
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80 percent of [the certificate’s] face value in 1931 was voted down decisively, 967 to
244.” 18 Although the American Legion’s membership consisted of many upper middleclass businessmen who shared President Hoover’s opinion, a growing faction within the
organization wanted to pass a resolution supporting the bonus. During most of the
adjusted compensation debacle, however, the members of the National Executive
Committee remained silent, preferring instead to devote their energies to behind-thescenes lobbying to prevent immediate cash payment of the adjusted compensation
certificates. 19
Several months later in January 1931, the National Executive Committee met in
Indianapolis to pass resolutions that would present a united front. Following a
contentious session, the committee unanimously passed two resolutions. The first
declared that the committee possessed the authority to “‘interpret’” the actions of the
1930 national convention, and the second “endorsed ‘immediate cash retirement,’ a
phrase hitherto unknown.” 20 This resolution mirrored some bills already being considered
by Congress that proposed immediate payment of about 25 percent of the certificates’
face value. 21 This action would cost the federal government approximately $900
million.22 Although the National Executive Committee did not endorse any of the bills
being debated in Congress, the Legion’s chief lobbyist John Thomas Taylor publicly
opposed full payment, and as result, Patman’s bill lost support in Congress. 23 The
National Executive Committee’s response to the bonus issue failed to satisfy many
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Legionnaires who demanded a resolution in favor of immediate cash payment of the
certificate’s full value.
The question of the bonus as well as the Legion’s efforts to curb unemployment
remained in the delegates’ minds as they headed to the national convention in September
1931. Needy veterans could do little individually to improve their situations, but the
American Legion realized that a collective effort could make a difference. Ameliorating
the unemployment situation preoccupied most posts in Detroit and other cities in the
early 1930s in order to restore men to their roles as providers. Posts across the country
participated in the Legion’s National Employment Drive. During the 1931 national
convention, Commander Ralph T. O’Neil claimed that approximately 200,000 men had
secured employment because of Legion’s efforts. The Legion’s National Employment
Commission defined a job as at least 120 hours of work, 6 hours a day, 5 days a week, for
a period of 4 weeks. 24 One way that the American Legion attacked national
unemployment was to lobby for an increase in public-works projects. First a committee
of Legionnaires surveyed the population of the US and found that there were 6,000,000
people unemployed, 710,000 of whom were veterans. The committee’s findings also
“revealed that the public and semipublic work for the current year totaled
$6,000,000,000, of which $4,000,000,000 [had] not yet progressed to actual construction
work.” 25 The Legion’s National Employment Commission encouraged posts to do all that
they could to improve the unemployment situation. Directives included creating agencies
for the registration and placement of the jobless, helping to create work rather than
24
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encouraging men to go on relief, and persuading employers to adopt the five-day work
week of six-hour work days. 26 The National Employment Commission also favored
modifying the Volstead Act to legalize beer, believing that this amendment would create
thousands of jobs. 27 Considering the reputation for rowdiness that the Legion had been
developing, this recommendation did little to dispel the stereotype.
At the local level, posts often helped unemployed veterans with their job
applications and functioned as a kind of employment agency. John R. Frye, the post
historian for Wayne Post No. 111, observed, “Our post rooms were thrown open to the
unemployed and used as a clearing house to send applicants out on jobs which we had
secured.” 28 Not only did Legionnaires genuinely want to help men find employment but
they needed to keep their membership levels steady in order to continue their activities.
During this decade, 342 posts remained active in Michigan, many of which were
industrial posts which limited their membership to “employees of certain industrial
concerns.” 29 The Department of Michigan also counted among its posts the all-female
Ragan-Lide Post No. 13 and eleven African-American posts, such as the Charles A.
Young Post and the Young-Valois Palmer Post, located in Detroit and River Rouge,
respectively. 30 Membership overall increased for the department between 1926 and 1939,
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from 16,414 to 32,720; however, it dramatically fell from 28,916 in 1931 to 19,674 by
1933. 31
As the unemployment rates increased, posts hemorrhaged members who were
unable to pay their dues.

The histories of posts located in smaller cities and towns

documented similar fluctuations in membership statistics. The Ernest F. Oldenburg Post
in Milford lost thirteen members in 1929 and twenty-two in 1932, despite the fact that
publicity for the national convention had attracted forty new members. 32 Department
Historian John R. Frye also added that many men migrated to Michigan in search of work
before the war, and when the US joined the war, they enlisted in Michigan. The state had
164,999 men in service during the war. 33 After they were discharged, they simply did not
return to Michigan.
Despite fluctuating membership and shrinking resources, the Legion’s leaders
used the convention to inspire the delegates. At the convention, Newton D. Baker,
Secretary of War during the Wilson administration, spoke to the delegates, recalling the
three-fold purpose of the Legion: remembering the war dead, caring for the disabled, and
“keeping alive memories of service, and high points of experiences of devotion and
fame.” 34 The act of attending the convention remained in keeping with these purposes
because not only did the veterans fraternize with their comrades but they also
demonstrated their commitment to the organization at a time when men were abandoning
it. In these uncertain times, the Legionnaires took comfort in their memories of the war.
They had survived one national emergency and they believed they would conquer this
31
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one as well. During the proceedings, delegates sang the convention’s official song, “Fair
Land of Mine,” which evoked memories of the Great War. The illustration on the cover
of the sheet music featured a determined doughboy on patrol. The song’s title and the
illustration make an incongruous pairing and suggested that Americans owed their “fair
land’s” existence to the AEF. The song itself is a march, also reminiscent of the war. The
lyrics praise the Legion for “standing on freedom’s battle line” and “keeping the faith,”
and “carrying on till on strife be done.” 35 During the Great Depression, the American
Legion equated “keeping the faith” with ameliorating unemployment, and a growing
number of Legionnaires insisted that it included supporting legislation for adjusted
compensation. The state had become more involved in citizens’ lives in the US, and a
number of veterans tried to use their status to gain special consideration from their
governments during the Depression but were rebuffed. It seemed that in the difficult
economic times, many government officials expected veterans to endure sacrifice along
with the rest of the population. Some veterans, however, believed that they had already
sacrificed enough during the war.
The debate over the bonus was both a matter of socioeconomic class and
ideology. Furthermore, it demonstrated how a personal issue exposed the cracks in the
Legion’s unity. Since the 1920s, the Legion used its own resources to assist needy
veterans, but the organization did not oppose the involvement of the federal government,
if it benefited ex-servicemen. Few Legionnaires objected to the idea of financial
compensation for their military service in the 1930s, but the timing of the payment
divided the members. The pro-bonus faction insisted that the federal government should
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redeem the certificates during the Great Depression when many veterans needed the
money. To argue their point, they invoked the memory of their service, interpreting it as
quid pro quo. They sacrificed for their country in its time of need, and now the
government should fulfill its obligation to its former citizen soldiers. They had earned
their money and deserved to spend it when they wished.
On the other hand, the anti-bonus camp maintained that self-denial was an
integral part of their service. It was an honor to serve their country during the war, and
those who were able to provide for their families needed no compensation. They claimed
that by foregoing immediate cash payment of their certificates, they were remaining true
to the Legion’s purpose. They were willing to sacrifice for the entire country’s good, as
they had in 1917-1918. Whatever their position on the bonus, Legionnaires as well as
non-members harnessed the power of the memory of the war to enhance their appeals.
“Good, Law-abiding Citizens”
According to the pro-bonus faction of Legionnaires, the sacrifices veterans made
during the war earned them lasting recognition, and they argued that this recognition
should be tangible, such as receiving first consideration as prospective employees and
immediate payment of their adjusted compensation certificates. The possibility that the
American Legion might endorse immediate payment of the adjusted compensation
certificate loomed large for the Hoover administration. Believing that such a move would
be disastrous, President Herbert Hoover traveled to Detroit in hopes of pacifying the
Legionnaires. 36
In his address to the American Legionnaires at the national convention, President
Hoover declared that the federal government could not afford additional expenditures. He
36
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claimed that in order to restore prosperity, Congress must avoid passing new spending
bills, including the bonus. Additional spending would only increase the deficit which had
arisen due to the decrease in revenue from income taxes. According to Hoover, the
government was collecting “only $1,200 million today,” a sum substantially less than the
$2,400 million “received in the years of prosperity.” 37 Nevertheless, Hoover assured the
Legionnaires that the government would continue to give aid to disabled veterans and the
unemployed.
During their conventions, Legionnaires often invoked and expounded upon the
principles in their constitution’s preamble, such as duty and justice. This time, however,
the President charged them to honor these principles by supporting his position on the
bonus legislation. He incorporated several pleas that appealed to the Legionnaires’ sense
of duty and their belief in service, and he argued that they should forgo their bonuses now
for the sake of the entire nation “until we have won this war against world depression.” 38
According to the President, the responsibility of defeating this enemy lay with the US, for
only the US had the resources to lead the world out of the depression. He called upon the
Legionnaires to live by their principles and by using the words “fight” and “enlistment,”
implied that they were engaged in a battle. 39 He recalled that he and they had both served
during the Great War, albeit in different capacities, and closed his address with this
reminder: “With the guidance of the Almighty God, with the same faith, courage, and
stir-sacrifice with which you, backed by the Nation, won victory 14 years ago, so we
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shall win victory today.” 40 Hoover’s message suggested that since the country had
supported the veterans when they were soldiers fighting in the war, the Legionnaires now
had a duty to reciprocate. As the President concluded his plea, a roar of “We want beer!”
emanated from the convention floor and from the galleries. 41 Hoover ignored the
cacophony and left the convention. Although his speech did not mention Prohibition, the
uproar “was taken to indicate the disapproval of the delegates” for Hoover’s speech. 42
With a vote of 902 to 507, the Legion, however, passed a resolution supporting the
President, in spite of a growing opposition originating from the rank-and-file members. 43
Opponents of immediate cash payment urged the Legion to be selfless in its
action, particularly in light of the President’s appeal. In acknowledging the different
positions in this debate, Michigan Governor Wilbur M. Brucker admonished delegates
not to “lose sight of the tremendous constructive force” that fueled the Legion. 44 Despite
the fact that adjusted compensation had been one of the Legion’s goals, it did have other
programs to manage. In fact, Brucker urged the veterans to maintain their vigilance for
their country’s safety, and he insisted, “You remember the sleepless nights and harrowing
days of the shell seared height of the Marne … too well to be lured off guard.” 45 In
Brucker’s eyes, the Legionnaires had larger concerns, one of which was continuing to do
its duty towards the disabled. He tried to persuade them that they should not let
40
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disagreements derail their original mission, a part of which was to help their disabled
comrades and their families. One delegate further declared we should not “demand for
ourselves special indulgences.” 46 These men were concerned that immediate cash
payment would jeopardize programs for the disabled veterans. One delegate from
California made his case on behalf of the disabled: “... I speak to you as a returned
wounded legionnaire, having left a leg in France and most of my left arm. This urge for
the full payment of this adjusted compensation certificate is not right. The American
Legion has a job to do more important than this. Forget yourselves. We gave in 1917.
Give in 1932.” 47 Later, in March 1932, President Hoover would again invoke the name
of the American Legion when he stated that the Legion had supported his decision to
oppose the bonus bill of an estimated $2 billion. 48
Many posts supported the national organization’s position on the bonus, but
others deviated from the national organization’s stance. Michigan posts that supported the
bonus included the Charles A. Learned Post, one of the state’s African-American posts. 49
During one meeting in February 1932, the Department of Michigan’s Executive
Committee pondered what action it should take. Adopting a position on the bonus proved
more complicated for department leaders who were more likely to have contact with the
rank-and-file Legionnaires. The men of the Department of Michigan acknowledged that
many Legionnaires in the state, particularly in the large cities, wanted the bonus; on the
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other hand, some committeemen asserted that caring for veterans’ dependents should take
precedence. 50 Committeeman Raymond French of Flint then offered, “I think we should
not try to impose our personal opinions on the rank and file in the posts that are under our
jurisdiction. This matter of the bonus, and all the details, should be fully explained to our
posts, and after we should perform our duty as they point it out to us.” 51 The committee
ultimately voted to poll the posts on their positions.
Hundreds of posts supported Wright Patman at the national conventions in 1931
and 1932 and pressed their congressional representatives to pass his bill.52 On April 7,
1932, the twenty-three members from Wayne Post No. 111 took a vote on the bonus
question, and twenty-two members voted in favor of immediate payment. 53 Later, this
post took more direct action when it sent $10 to the Bonus Expeditionary Force (BEF) in
July 1932. 54 As early as October 1931, the Phillips-Elliott-Hodges-Van Auken Post in
Saginaw supported paying the adjusted compensation certificates, and in March 1932,
wired their congressmen to vote for paying these certificates in full. 55 Though he
condemned the national leaders of the American Legion, communist Isadore Zalph
writing under the pseudonym Jack Douglas, noted how some rank-and-file Legionnaires
showed solidarity with their brothers in the BEF. One post withdrew money from its
convention fund to donate to the marchers. 56 The New York Times also reported that 200
veterans from the Brooklyn posts joined the march in Washington, D.C. 57 Having arrived
in Washington, thousands of veterans set up camp to demand that Congress pass the
50
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bonus. When the Senate rejected the measure again in July 1932, many protesters
returned home, but ten thousand remained. On July 28, forty men tried to occupy a
building slated for demolition and a fight broke out. The police killed two members of the
B.E.F., and President Hoover later ordered Major General Douglas MacArthur to remove
the protesters from their camps along the Anacostia River. Although his troops were to be
unarmed, MacArthur disregarded the President’s orders and set fire to the makeshift
dwellings and used tear gas to drive the remnant of the B.E.F. from Washington. 58
A collection of poems, Ballads of the B.E.F., memorialized the participants of the
Bonus March. A Communist-sponsored publication, the anthology characterized the
B.E.F. as martyrs. 59 The anonymous authors of the poems accused the US of betraying
these veterans and even of murdering them. 60 One particular poem is notable for its
condemnation of the American Legion posts that opposed the B.E.F. It emphasizes the
class divide among veterans and implies that these Legionnaires are hypocrites. Since its
founding, the Legion had claimed that it did not recognize military rank—that all were
equal in the organization, and during the 1931 national convention, speakers reiterated
that the Legion represented a cross-section of America. 61 In their critics’ estimation, the
debates surrounding the bonus demonstrated that the Legion did not live up to its
idealism. Their white-collar jobs “at the Court House or City Hall” have blinded them to
the fact that their “buddies are hungry and ragged,” and they had forgotten their
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commitment to sacrifice for their country. 62 If these men want to redeem themselves,
they should “Lose a white-collar job” and “can the pity.”

63

The poem reproaches these

Legionnaires for living privileged lives while their former comrades suffer. Their
buddies’ call for help, or the memory of their war-time service, should elide these class
differences and provoke these Legionnaires to action.
During the American Legion’s national convention in September 1932 in
Portland, Oregon, the organization changed its stance on the bonus. 64 At least thirty-five
Legion departments now supported immediate cash payment. Furthermore, Congressman
Patman had been trying to orchestrate a change in leadership and campaigned to elect
Oklahoma publisher Raymond Fields as the national commander. 65 Earlier at the 1931
national convention, Fields had implored in the minority resolution that called for
immediate cash payment for the nation “to select her resources as we selected her men in
1917.” 66 Recognizing this dissention in the veterans’ organization, the Hoover
administration released the Attorney General William De Witt Mitchell’s report on the
investigation into the Bonus March and the subsequent Battle of Washington to coincide
with the Legion’s national convention. The report claimed that the majority of those who
marched on Washington were criminals, radicals, and non-veterans. 67 Historian Roger
Daniels, however, states that the report was riddled with omissions and half-truths:
“Military as well as civilian ‘crimes’ were tabulated, so that any doughboy who had been
court-martialed for anything—insubordination, drunkenness, AWOL—was solemnly
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listed as having a ‘criminal record,’ although this is not apparent from the report itself.” 68
Mitchell’s findings convinced some Legionnaires that all the participants in the Bonus
March were either radicals or mentally deranged veterans, and they emphasized that the
Legion supported payment on the adjusted compensation certificates but not the march. 69
C. Wright Patman and Hamilton Fish, both Legionnaires, embodied the opposing views
on the Bonus March and its participants. According to Patman, the marchers were just
another kind of “lobbyist” and “good, law-abiding citizens,” but the government chose to
silence them because they were poor. 70 On the other hand, Hamilton Fish, one of the
Legion’s founders, believed the march was “ill-advised” and rife with extremists.
Although he supported adjusted compensation, he opposed the so-called “handouts” that
the marchers demanded. 71
Although a growing number of Legionnaires supported immediate cash payment,
the anti-bonus faction remained resolute. These men were led by Secretary of War
Patrick Hurley and former National Commander Hanford MacNider, who had recently
served as ambassador to Canada. 72 A heated debate between both factions took place
during the National Commander’s dinner where Floyd Gibbons, “the flamboyant oneeyed Hearst war correspondent ... and spokesman for the anti-administration forces,”
traded barbs with Secretary of War Hurley via telephone. 73 Later, when he addressed the
convention in 1932, Gibbons resurrected the memory of “‘five or seven thousand hungry
ghosts of the glorious old American Expeditionary Force”; whereas Hurley simply
68
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reiterated the administration’s position. 74 The emotional pleas produced their desired
effect as the Legion voted to support immediate cash payment, 1,167 to 109. 75
The American Legion’s National Executive Committee reversed its stance on
payment of the bonus for several reasons. The majority of the public favored immediate
payment, and veterans from previous wars had received compensation for their service.
Furthermore, America’s allies had already enacted similar measures to aid their exservicemen. Not only did the veterans deserve the money, others argued, but allowing
veterans to cash their certificates would stimulate the economy. 76 Although the largest
veterans’ organization in the US had finally come out in favor of immediate cash
payment, it took four years before the bonus bill garnered enough Congressional votes to
become law. The Vinson-Patman-McCormack bill passed the House by a vote of 356 to
59 on January 10, 1936; the Senate later passed the bill by a vote of 74 to 16 on January
20. Although President Roosevelt vetoed the bill, Congress overrode it. 77
Although it was a national event, the Bonus March encapsulated frustrations and
fears that many people experienced on a local level. At its national conventions in 1931
and 1932, the American Legion took the threat of communism seriously, even though
many in the pro-bonus faction believed the B.E.F. posed no danger to national security.
Nevertheless, Detroit contended with its own smaller version of the Bonus March in
March 1932. As the Depression worsened and added to workers’ despair and frustration,
many in Michigan feared an increase in communist activity. On March 3, communists
held a clandestine meeting to finalize their plans to march to the Ford Motor Company’s
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employment office at the River Rouge plant in Dearborn. The marchers’ list of demands
included improved working conditions and assistance for thousands of laid-off workers at
the company. 78 Approximately three thousand people assembled for the demonstration.
Among them were communists as well as former Ford employees and the unemployed.
When the protesters reached the city limits of Dearborn, the police blocked them from
continuing because they did not possess a permit to parade in Dearborn. When they
refused to retreat, the police responded by unleashing tear gas on them. Then, the
demonstrators retaliated by throwing objects at the police. Shots rang out, and “in all,
four marchers were killed, nineteen were wounded by gunshot, nine were otherwise
wounded, and twenty-five Dearborn police were injured by assorted missiles.” 79
That same year, communists staged rallies in Pontiac, Detroit, and the Upper
Peninsula, causing Legionnaires to respond with “counter efforts,” although the
Department Historian John Frye provides no detail as to the Legion’s exact activities. 80
During the late 1920s, the National Director of the Americanism Committee Daniel
Sowers insisted that the physical persecution of radicals tarnished the Legion’s
reputation, and as a result, Legionnaires turned to persuading local leaders to deny
radicals public platforms. 81 The veterans’ association also continued to offer citizenship
classes and other activities for immigrants to counter the communists’ influence. John
Frye records, “In 1932, [the] William G. Haan Post No. 151 of Flint sponsored a
Children’s Dramatic Club in conjunction with the Y.M.C.A. and through this medium
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reached a large number of children of foreign parentage.” 82 In Detroit, the Columbus Post
No. 354, composed of Italian Americans, and the Hellenic Post No. 100, composed of
Greek Americans, worked to inculcate Americanism within their respective ethnic
communities. 83 The Communist Party appeared undeterred by the Legion’s efforts,
though, and in 1933, relocated its main offices to Detroit. The Legion’s lack of funds
prevented it from taking direct action, but the Americanism Committee still worked to
identify Communists and sympathizers in industrial centers across Michigan. 84
The issue of the bonus and the creation of the B.E.F. raised several troubling
questions for the American Legion. First, what did their principles really mean and how
were they going to follow them during a crisis? The schism that developed between the
national leaders and the local posts suggested that a conflict existed in the organization’s
mission and creed. According to the pro-bonus faction, there were Legionnaires willing
to support the federal government at the expense of veterans’ well-being. The American
Legion’s support of President Hoover called into question its role as advocate for exservicemen, in their view. The leadership’s actions may have angered some members;
however, they did not all abandon the organization. This study has already established
that posts and individuals occasionally disregarded national directives, and they did so
again by supporting the B.E.F. Personal relationships and principles trumped allegiance
to the organization. Second, how did the Legion’s actions affect its function as a living
memorial? The Legion’s response to the bonus indicated that its collective memory of the
war was complex and easily fractured. The nature of the veterans’ memories was
personal and malleable. These characteristics are illustrative of living memorials;
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however, for they are designed to meet people’s needs. Each individual’s war experience
affected how he responded to the issue of the bonus. Sometimes the memory of wartime
service had the power to unify the veterans, and in other cases, such as the conventions of
1931 and 1932, it could divide them. The Legionnaires’ interpretations of service and
sacrifice outweighed recollections of camaraderie.
Finally, the threat of radicalism, real or perceived, prompted the Legion to consider who
their enemies were. Could veterans forfeit their special status if their ideological
convictions did not match the Legion’s? As the next section will show, Legion posts paid
less regard to a veteran’s nationality than to his ideology.
“Your Kindness to Our Old Ex-Servicemen”
The American Legion’s national focus on Americanism did not prevent certain
posts from befriending foreign veterans of the Great War. Although literary scholar
Steven Trout asserts, “the American Legion’s construction of the First World War
remained remarkably consistent” during the interwar years, the posts’ activities
complicated it and revealed their own conceptions of sacrifice, service, and
camaraderie. 85 In the Pacific Northwest, where the Bonus March began and fears of
radicalism remained, posts welcomed veterans from their former adversary, Germany. On
April 28, 1930, German ex-servicemen and Canadian veterans visited the Spokane Post
No. 9. Memories of the war intermingled as the Germans sang “Der Gute Kamerad” and
“Drei Lilien,” and the Legionnaires responded with “There’s a Long, Long Trail.” 86 The
next year, veterans from several nations, including Germany, France, and Italy, gathered
for the Spokane Post’s meeting to observe Armistice Day. A double quartet of
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Legionnaires sang old melodies of 1917, and German ex-servicemen showed war films. 87
By the 1930s, it appeared that for some Legionnaires, recognition of a shared humanity
and war experience had supplanted the demonization of the enemy cultivated during the
war. The men could bond over a common understanding of camaraderie, love, and loss.
The Spokane Post was not alone in its demonstrations of goodwill towards foreign
veterans. In January 1932, The Alfred William Leach Post No. 3 in Olympia,
Washington, gave a dinner for Captain Walter Reinhardt, the German consul and Great
War veteran. 88 Later that September, the post received Jules Ghislain, a former member
of the French Foreign Legion, into its membership. 89 The local post in Colton,
Washington, extended its hospitality to a German veteran as well. Theodore Wessel was
born in 1898 in Westphalia and was drafted into the German Army in 1916. He fought
against British, French, and American forces along the Western Front. He later
immigrated to the US in 1925 and settled in Colton, Washington, where his distant
relatives resided, and became an American citizen in 1931. The Legionnaires in Colton
occasionally invited him to join their meetings and parties. 90 Encouraging and assisting
immigrants to become American citizens was a priority for many posts, even as they
acknowledged the diversity within their communities. Paul B. Williamson, historian for
Oakland Post No. 5 in Oakland, California, described his town as “typically American,”
and his definition included a diverse population of native-born Americans from all over
the country, plus immigrants from China, Japan, and Portugal. 91 Subscription to the
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Legion’s ideals and a professed admiration for the US had the power to transcend
nationality. On November 25, 1931, the Walter Brinkop Post No. 281 in Los Angeles
played host to Lt. Gregory Ptitsin, formerly of the Russian Imperial Army. Lt. Ptitsin
spoke about Americanism with regard to the “failings” of the Bolshevik movement. 92
The American Legion’s definition of Americanism encompassed the themes of
service and sacrifice which came to the forefront during the American Legion’s 1931
national convention. Legionnaires also often used their military service to excuse or even
justify their antics when the convention was not in session. Despite the shadow that the
threat of radical activity and economic depression cast over their national agenda and
local activities, Legionnaires still fostered camaraderie during the national convention,
particularly with the Canadian Legionnaires who were nearby in Windsor, Ontario.
Renewing friendships and making contacts proved essential for furthering the Legion’s
programs. For these reasons, National Commander Ralph O’Neil called the posts “the
lifeblood of the organization.” 93 While attending the sessions, members from the Cadillac
Post made contact with the Montreal Post, one of the American Legion’s Canadian posts.
According to Emmons, Comrade Rex Humphrey of the Cadillac Post, a member of the
National Convention Corporation’s Executive Committee, visited the Montreal Post
during a business trip. 94 Humphrey later returned the courtesy extended him by meeting
members from the Montreal Post at St. Thomas, Ontario, and escorting them to the
national convention in Detroit. The Cadillac Post also established a closer relationship
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with the Advertising Men’s Post No. 38 of Chicago that had provided signage for their
events in the past.
In addition, the Americans staying in Windsor, Ontario “fraternized on street
corners with men bearing Canadian and Imperial Army Service buttons in their lapels.” 95
The Canadian Legion sent its greetings to the American Legion as well. The Canadian
Minister to the US, the Hon. W. D. Herridge, stated, “I bring also their thanks, their
sincere thanks, for your help and your kindness to our old ex-servicemen now living
among you.” 96 Prime Minister R. B. Bennett demonstrated Canadian expressions of
friendship by attending the convention. 97 Jack Linegar, a Canadian Legion zone
representative in Windsor, Ontario, also conveyed his regards, and Governor Wilbur
Brucker set aside time in his schedule to greet the Canadian dignitaries and
Legionnaires. 98 Delegations of American and Canadian Legionnaires, US and British
consuls, and officers of the Canadian army assembled with the governor to witness the
American Legion’s Commander of the Department of Canada, Harry J. Bohme present
Jack Linegar with a silk Canadian flag. 99
Cadillac Post Historian Harold Emmons estimated that more than 200,000 people
descended on Detroit, a record number that bore even more significance considering that
many were experiencing the effects of the Depression. Although cities appreciated the
financial boost, some leaders and businessmen harbored reservations about Legion
conventions, for they had heard the stories about the Legionnaires’ antics. This time,
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however, the Detroit Hotel Association reported that the convention was of “the highest
type” and that damage done to Detroit’s hotels was negligible. 100 The alcohol flowed
freely at the Canadian border, however. The cry “We want beer!” that reverberated
through the convention hall after President Hoover’s speech voiced Legionnaires’
disapproval not only of Hoover’s stance on immediate cash payment of the bonus but
also of Prohibition. The Legionnaires refused to be denied their pleasure, and they
invented ways to circumvent the law. An article in The Toronto Star estimated that 50%
of the more than 20,000 Legionnaires who were in Windsor, Ontario, on September 21
took out liquor permits and spent more than $100,000 on beer and liquor. Some delegates
even brought armored cars to smuggle liquor into Detroit. 101 Instead of criticizing the
Legionnaires for their behavior, a number of Ontario’s officials blamed the liquor control
board. Mr. R.S. Rodd, president of the Ontario Prohibition union, expressed dismay at the
liquor control board’s actions in extending the hours of sale during the convention. He
believed that the liquor stores should have been closed, and he stated that the board’s
actions have “made a bar room out of our city.” 102 He also worried about how the
American Legion would perceive the province. Another official of the Ontario
prohibition union claimed, “Ontario has been disgraced today by the way in which the
liquor control board of our province is putting the bottle to her neighbor’s lips and
making him drunk.” 103 Clearly, these men did not hold the veterans responsible for their
own actions, and the Legion officials blamed the indiscretions on the card sharks and
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“other camp followers” who appeared at every convention. 104 Not only did the
Legionnaires insist that their military service exempted them from obeying the law in
some cases but many city leaders accepted this rationale. The mayor of Windsor, David
Croll, offered a different explanation by arguing that the revelry occurred because of a
misconception about Ontario’s law.
Prohibition began in Ontario in 1916, but the legal consumption of alcohol
returned to the province in 1927, albeit with some restrictions. 105 The Liquor Control Act
of 1927 established the Liquor Control Board of Ontario (LCBO) which regulated the
distribution, purchase, and consumption of alcohol. 106 Between 1927 and 1962, those
who wished to purchase alcohol in Ontario first had to acquire a liquor permit that
“recorded the date, type of liquor, and the name, address, and permit number of the
person making the purchase as well as the name and store number of the LCBO
employee who sold the liquor. These documents had to be completed out every time
alcohol was sold.” 107 Another stipulation of the Liquor Control Act forbade the reopening
of dedicated bars and saloons. Instead, consumers purchased alcohol at LCBO stores to
imbibe it in their own homes, or in the Legionnaires’ case, their hotel rooms. 108 In
addition, in 1930, the Canadian government passed an act that criminalized the
exportation of liquor to the US. 109
The stereotype of the American Legionnaire as a drunk, which also applied to
Canadians, may have also stemmed in part from businessmen’s interactions with the
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veterans when they were rowdy soldiers. During the war, hotel proprietors sometimes had
trouble with soldiers, though some were willing to overlook their behavior because of the
increased revenue. 110 While in England waiting to return home, some Canadian soldiers
rioted and caused disturbances. Two infamous episodes occurred at Kinmel Park and
Epsom in March and June of 1919, respectively. According to historian Jonathan F.
Vance, “The hooliganism of Canadian soldiers was excoriated in the [British] press.” 111
Vance, however, argues that the riots were the result of the Canadians’ frustration with
the poor living conditions in the camps and the delays in the repatriation process. 112 In
the post-war era, Legionnaires had fewer excuses to justify their behavior. It was more
acceptable for the American press to criticize their own citizens, but the general attitude
of the Canadian press toward the Legionnaires staying in Windsor was one of leniency
and accommodation.
The police made no arrests; however, customs inspectors in Detroit confiscated
more than 2,500 bottles of beer, whiskey, champagne, and other liquors from
Legionnaires during the evening of the 22nd alone. 113 Many balked at accusing men who
had served their country of misconduct or of jeopardizing the relationship with the US,
though Windsor merchants and restauranteurs profited little from the Legionnaires’
visit. 114 Moreover, Legion histories tend to evaluate their conventions holistically by
considering the number and types of resolutions passed, the committee reports, and the
mood of the Legionnaires themselves. Michigan Department Historian John R. Frye
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declared that the 1930s was a period of “the greatest expansion of our organization in the
exemplification of the preamble to our constitution.” 115
As living memorials, the American Legionnaires constructed a war narrative
containing such themes as sacrifice, service, and camaraderie. The national conventions
of 1931 and 1932 saw the Legionnaires manipulate the concept of service in several
ways. In addition to the bonus debacle, Legionnaires coupled the theme of sacrifice with
service to produce a reconciliation narrative with veterans who were once their enemies.
Consequently, this collective memory of the war concentrated on the universal
experiences of family, love, and loss. The veterans remembered when they were soldiers
hoping for a better, more peaceful future. When their reminiscing resulted in negative
publicity, the Legionnaires hastened to point out that their military service set them apart
from non-veterans; therefore, the war was a life-altering experience. Fraternizing with
their old comrades allowed them to relive their youth and softened some of their more
traumatic memories of the war. In these cases, alcohol not only represented part of their
wartime experience but became the means to achieve the construction of these memories.
“No Man Who Served His Country ... Should Want for Food or Fuel”
The Canadian Legionnaires could commiserate with the American counterparts’
economic challenges. Canadian veterans also appealed to their government for financial
assistance during the Great Depression. Letters that mentioned the sender’s military
service reached the Canadian Prime Minister as well as provincial leaders. 116 A decorated
veteran, Richard J. O’Hearn of Southwark, Alberta, stated his case to the reeve, or mayor,
and councillors of his village. He pointed out that he had served in the Canadian
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Expeditionary Force (CEF) as a volunteer and not a conscript and spent four years in the
trenches before being discharged as medically unfit. He had a wife and three children to
support but received no pension. Now in May 1931, he was contacting his local officials
to apply for federal assistance. He closed his letter by adding that “when the Honourable
R. B. Bennett [the Prime Minister] spoke over the radio here in the West recently I heard
him state that ‘No man who served his country in the war should want for food or
fuel.’” 117 These letters illustrated the evolving relationship between the former citizensoldier and his government. Many veterans—both volunteers and draftees—criticized
their leaders for ignoring their needs after they had sacrificed their time and health to
protect Canada.
Though American and Canadian popular opinion favored increases in government
spending, it appeared less certain as to whether veterans continued to merit more
appropriations. 118 The Canadian government had grown larger and had begun involving
itself in industry, such as the railroads. The state’s growing role in the economy “set the
framework for the political crisis that would confront big business during the 1930s,” and
some capitalists believed that industrial deficits, higher government spending, and the
depression threatened the state’s credit. 119 In addition to the crisis in industry, soldier
settlers, veterans who joined farm settlements set up by the government, began
experiencing crop failure. Wheat prices had dropped from C$1.60 in 1930 to C$0.38 a
bushel by 1932. 120 There were 22,500 individual farms across the western part of the
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country that represented a public investment of approximately C$53,000,000. 121 In
response to the farmers’ situation, the government slashed 30% off of land payments. 122
Given these farmers’ special status, it became the policy of the Settlement Office not to
seek foreclosure on the failing farms, except in extreme cases, such as fraud or
abandonment. Despite the office’s leniency, settlers, particularly those whose farms had
been classified as “bound to fail,” asked for more reductions in their payments.
According to the Director of Soldier Settlement, T. Magladery, the 11,500 soldier settlers
who remained by September 1931, constituted less than 3% of the total Expeditionary
Force, and he refused to recommend further changes to the law. Since he refused to
intervene further, these men faced financial ruin and homelessness. Magladery, however,
faced a potential backlash from veterans in urban areas who were already complaining
that the government was showing these farmers special treatment. 123 Magladery believed
that those who did not possess “the temperament to succeed as famers” should turn to
another line of work. 124 In response to the Settlement Office’s position, the Canadian
Legion passed a resolution that the government consider the damaging effects of the
depression and the drought and rearrange or postpone payments to allow settlers a chance
to recover. 125
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The Canadian Legion’s Dominion Command formed an unemployment
committee similar to the American Legion’s to study the veterans’ situations. It was
chaired by A. E. Moore of the Dominion Council and composed of representatives from
Alberta, British Columbia, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia,
Quebec, and Ontario. In Alberta alone, there were 1,000 unemployed veterans in Calgary,
800 in Edmonton, 100 in Lethbridge, and 60 in Drumheller. 126 The committee expected
that civilians might have to sacrifice for the survival of the country, and it stated, “Exservicemen who sacrificed much during the war, large numbers of whom are still
suffering as a result, surely have a right to expect that our people will not shrink from the
task now imposed of working out a solution to our problem rendering willing cooperation and service and making such sacrifices as may be necessary.” 127 The themes of
sacrifice and service which featured prominently in the Canadian Legion’s memory of the
Great War were not only shared by its members but promulgated to the public as well. As
veterans continued to face new challenges, the Canadian Legion incorporated these
themes into its agenda and sought to make them relevant to the public. The Legion’s
unemployment committee was particularly concerned with the disabled veterans’ plight
and recommended that the government redistribute funds under the Sheltered
Employment Appropriation in such a way as to benefit a greater number of men than by
directing these expenditures into Vetcraft factories, sheltered workshops administered by
Canada’s Veteran Affairs which supported a limited number of disabled veterans. 128 The
Legion also recommended that the government enact measures to ensure the preferential
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treatment of veterans over alien employees with more seniority who had yet to be
naturalized. In addition, it advised the government to form a national employment council
representing agriculture, industry, commerce, labor, and veterans to study unemployment
throughout the country. 129
In addition to coping with the economic crisis, the Canadian government faced
demands for pension reform, and in response, it passed the War Veterans Allowance Act
in 1930 to assist unemployable veterans who were ineligible for a pension because they
could not prove their disability was war-related or those veterans who were not
pensionable to the full extent of their disability. 130 For years after the end of the war, The
Board of Pension Commissioners administered pensions but veterans had no rights to
appeal its decision. Applicants never appeared before the Board, and its decision was
based on a written record submitted to the Board. Later in 1923, Parliament created The
Federal Appeal Board, which only dealt with questions regarding the relationship
between disability and war service. All other cases remained under the Board of Pension
Commissioners’ jurisdiction. In addition, The Federal Appeal Board was restricted to
using the same written record given to the Board of Commissioners.
After studying the new pension legislation, the Canadian Legion found little to
criticize in the act itself. The organization’s leaders, however, concluded that problems
lay in its administration. 131 The old Federal Appeal Board was abolished and replaced
with a Pension Tribunal. The new legislation created an advocate system for applicants
who were now permitted to be present for their hearings and accompanied by witnesses.
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An Appeal Court was also created, in case the applicant or the Board of Commissioners
expressed dissatisfaction with the Tribunal’s ruling. However, The Board of
Commissioners appealed most of the decisions rendered by the Tribunal, and the Appeal
Court tended to rule in the Board’s favor. Of the 1436 decisions reached by the Tribunal
in favor of the applicants, only 419 had been allowed to stand. The public expressed
growing resentment and most demanded that the Appeal Court be abolished. 132
In 1931, a new organization, the Associated Veterans Organizations of Canada,
joined the Canadian Legion, the Army and Navy Veterans in Canada, the Amputations
Association, the Canadian Pensioners’ Association, and the Sir Arthur Pearson
Association, to lobby the federal government to maintain pensions at their current
levels. 133 The Canadian Legion’s Legislative Committee also began to examine the
Tribunal’s situation. In addition, the Canadian Legion sent resolutions concerning the
recent amendments to the Pension Act of 1930 to The Honourable Murray MacLaren,
minister of pension and national health. These changes established a veterans’ bureau to
assist veterans with the preparation of their pension applications. The Canadian Legion’s
Dominion Council passed a resolution demanding that the government not overlook
Legion nominees with the proper qualifications when making appointments to the new
bureau. 134
During the Great Depression, Canadian veterans contemplated losing their special
status in society. The public appeared less inclined to grant them privileges when most
were feeling the effects of the economic crisis. As the largest veterans’ organization, the
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Canadian Legion submitted recommendations to the government and worked with
politicians to try to reform the pension system. Branches also cooperated with the
Legion’s leaders, as no internal contestation over the definition of service arose.
“Comrades Who Are Now Peacefully Fighting for Their Rights”
Like the American Legion, the Canadian Legion envisioned itself as the public’s
advocate and “champion of constituted authority,” and in response to communist activity,
it assumed the role of protector of the Dominion’s freedoms. 135 In 1929, it had called for
legal repercussions when a French language newspaper in Sudbury, Ontario, printed
insults about George V and when so-called revolutionaries in Toronto tried to use the
Legion’s name to rent a hall for a meeting. Members of The Oshawa Branch #43
volunteered to be sworn in as special constables of the police department, and in 1932, a
group of one hundred Legionnaires assembled at the War Memorial with clubs and bats
prepared to dispatch a group of Communists from Toronto who had planned to hold a
meeting in Memorial Park. Most, however, avoided the area. 136
The Communist Party numbered only 4,000 members in Canada in the early
1930s, but some government leaders, such as Prime Minister Richard B. Bennett, worried
about a possible revolution because of the communists’ rumored involvement in the labor
movement. 137 The General Motors (GM) strike of 1937 in Oshawa, Ontario, exemplified
Bennett’s fears. Like the Bonus March, this strike also involved veterans and illustrated
their changing relationship with the government and their contested status in society.
These veterans defended their reputations by reiterating their patriotism and concern for
their comrades’ welfare.
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From 1900 to 1930, US branch automobile plants in Canada steadily increased
and mass production and consumer goods industries also rose so that “in the 1920s,
Canada became the world’s second largest automobile producer.” 138 US manufacturers
established plants in Canada in order to access both the domestic market and that of the
British Empire. For example, “in 1924, the number of automobiles exported from Canada
represented 31 per cent of total U.S. exports, even though U.S. makers produced nearly
twenty-four times as many automobiles as their Canadian counterparts.” 139 Although
industrialists benefited from favorable economic conditions, the autoworkers in Oshawa
dealt with wage cuts and production speedups. As the plant became more successful,
hopeful workers arrived from other parts of the country, bringing with them different
political and labor philosophies.
The Great Depression, however, slowed the Canadian auto industry’s production
capacity to fifteen percent by 1932. 140 The Oshawa GM autoworkers had joined the
Committee for Industrial Organization (CIO) after that organization’s success at the GM
plant in Flint, Michigan, where workers had received recognition of their union. 141 After
the meeting of its Seventh Congress in August 1935, the Communist International began
to encourage participation in non-communist labor organizations and advocated
cooperation with social democrats to create a united front against capitalism. 142 When the
GM strike broke out in April 1937 in Oshawa, Ontario, some provincial leaders suspected
communist involvement. The strike in Oshawa involved approximately 3,700 workers
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and “has long been acknowledged as a watershed moment” in labor history. 143
Businessmen in Canada largely interpreted the strike as a contest between British law and
order versus lawless US labor bosses.
On the morning of April 14, 1937, five hundred men marched to Memorial Park
to protest Premier Mitchell Hepburn’s decision to recruit veterans for his special police to
keep the peace during the strike. 144 The protesters, who were also veterans and
Legionnaires, decried dividing comrades “against old comrades who are now peacefully
fighting for their rights as labor men and free citizens of Canada.” 145 The protesters were
members of the local United Automobile Workers of America, Branch No. 222. At the
park, they waved flags and sang old war-time songs. One speaker at the rally, Rev. J.
Verner McNeely of King Street United Church, spoke about why the men went to war
and pledged their allegiance to God, King, and country. He argued that after the war, the
men still kept that oath as evidenced by the beginnings of the Canadian Legion. He
asserted, “‘No one can ever say that a veteran is lawless or lacking allegiance to his God,
his King and his Country.’” 146 Veterans, the protesters declared, had already
demonstrated their loyalty by their military service. Dr. T. E. Kaiser, the local
Conservative MP, also addressed the crowd and declared, “I am complaining of and what
I think men have a right to protest against was the first invasion of Americanism into the
city in the nature of what is called ‘efficiency.’ ... If American organizers come in as [an]
antidote to oppose American efficiency, I’m not going to oppose their coming here.” 147
Kaiser objected not to the American Legion’s brand of Americanism but to the US
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industrialists’ version that prized financial profit above all else. Hugh W. Thompson, a
local CIO organizer, maintained that the strikers were fighting for rights for all workers.
Thompson believed that Premier Hepburn was mistaken about the strikers’ character and
intentions, and he suggested that the premier observe the strikers for himself. They were
not Communists, but loyal, law-abiding citizens. 148 For the most part, the strikers
remained orderly and obtained support and goods from local grocers and coal dealers. In
recognition of the fallen soldiers’ sacrifices, the members of the United Automobile
Workers (UAW) placed a wreath on the war memorial in the park. In so doing, they tried
to persuade the public and the government of their patriotism, for the UAW members
believed no one would criticize this act. The strike ended on April 23, 1937, when
management recognized the autoworkers’ union. According to the agreement reached by
General Motors and the strikers, workers would be allowed forty-four hours of work per
week and be paid overtime at time and a half; all day workers received raises and two
five-minute breaks during the day; and workers would face no discrimination because of
their trade union activities or membership. 149
The protesters in Memorial Park did not cast aspersions on the veterans whom
Premier Hepburn tried to recruit, and thus did not allow the GM strike to divide them as
American Legionnaires had during the bonus debacle. Canadian Legionnaires drew a
distinction between the labor movement and communism. They recognized that men had
a right to decent wages and working conditions. They had fought a war to protect
freedom and limit it, and the veterans’ service made them above reproach.
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“Mutual Help and Service and Sacrifice [Are] Still Alive in Our Country”
In addition to demonstrating the ongoing value of their service, both American
and Canadian Legionnaires still set aside time to remember their fallen comrades. The
wreath-laying ceremony at Memorial Park in Oshawa is evidence of the Canadian
Legionnaires’ commitment. On a national scale, the first Remembrance Day took place in
Ottawa on November 11, 1931; thus many branches that formed in the thirties devoted
their resources to Remembrance Day ceremonies and parties. 150 The Remembrance Day
banquet became the social event of the year for the members of the Kensington Branch in
PEI. During the banquet, Legionnaires paid their respects to the fallen and then
proceeded to enjoy each other’s company. 151 In fact, General Sir Arthur Currie, the
Grand President of the Canadian Legion, addressed a meeting of veterans held under the
auspices of the Canadian Legion in Massey Hall in Toronto on November 13, 1931, to
explain the reasoning behind the change from Armistice Day to Remembrance Day. First,
Currie explained that the new designation better encompassed the purpose of the day, for
it “means more than a memory of the closing incident of the War.” Instead, Canadians
should reflect on the war’s meaning, “both in sacrifice and in purpose.” Currie
characterized the war as a melancholy one of “sacrificial years.” At the local level, the
Emerson Branch in Manitoba toasted their disabled comrades, including those in their
“Sister Republic,” a gesture that E. Osterdahl, a disabled American who had served with
the CEF, praised. 152 Second, Currie reminded the Legionnaires that they bore the
responsibility for interpreting the war memory for younger generations, and he summed
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up the Legion’s purpose by explaining “Our intention was to prove to our country that
grief and hate were not the only results of courage and the death of ten million men,--but
that mutual help and service and sacrifice were still alive in our Country.” 153 Finally,
Currie underscored the need for cooperation from the Legionnaires and admonished them
that “selfishness or petty difficulties” should not hinder the branches’ unity. 154
In the early 1930s, the Canadian Legion experienced disillusionment among its
members, financial problems, and stagnant membership. At the George R. Pearkes V.C.
Branch in Summerside, PEI, B.W. Robinson reported that according to a Dominion-wide
survey of unemployed ex-servicemen, branches distributed 90% of relief funds to men
who did not support the Legion and most veterans had no interest in the Legion until they
needed something. 155 Some of the disillusioned accused the Legion of not doing enough
to combat the government’s apathy toward the disabled and pensioners. According to
historian Serge Marc Durflinger, “It [The Legion] seemed to lack leadership and a
dynamic action plan.” 156 It was not until 1934 that the new Dominion President, Alex
Ross, revitalized the Legion and encouraged branches to contribute more directly to
alleviating the effects of the depression. 157 Originally from Saskatchewan, Ross had
witnessed the command there growing in influence despite the economic difficulties. In
1932, branches in Regina assembled more than 1,000 relief packages for children in the
southern province where the drought had been particularly severe. Moreover, the
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Saskatchewan command grew from 140 to 166 branches in the early 1930s. Ross
challenged the branches to become more directly involved in the community. 158
Many of the branches were small, however, and their leaders despaired of
undertaking large projects. Nevertheless, some branches, such as the Armstrong
Memorial Branch in North Sydney, Nova Scotia, went quietly about processing petitions
for welfare and relief and assisting with pension applications, as it was able, since the
town’s largest employer, the Western Union Cable Company, had transferred nearly one
hundred employees, many of whom were Legionnaires, to other parts of Canada and the
US. 159 In 1932, the Emerson Branch #77 in Manitoba averaged twenty-two members at
its annual meeting but still assisted five veterans with money from its canteen fund. 160
Branches also acted as veterans’ representatives to various government agencies and
commissions. 161 Stephen Jones, the president of the Lake Shore Branch No. 3 in Ontario,
identified two main challenges facing smaller branches: inculcating in the public a sense
of appreciation in The Legion’s work and increasing membership. 162 Jones stated that
branches must convince the public that they were not simply begging for charity, since a
number of ex-servicemen had “exploited” the public in the past. Instead, branches should
consider the businesses’ perspective. For example, his branch approached unemployment
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by investigating and classifying their applicants’ abilities so that employers knew that
they were hiring men equipped to do the work. 163
In regard to the second problem, Jones argued that it was all very well to
emphasize that The Legion was a “self-sacrificing service organization” but that reason
was not enough to entice most people to join. 164 Veterans had a number of options from
which to choose, if they did not like the Canadian Legion. Smaller veterans’
organizations, such as the Sir Arthur Pearson Association (SAPA), the Amputations
Association, and the Army and Navy Veterans in Canada, refused to join ranks with the
Canadian Legion, convinced that their special interests would be ignored by the larger
association. 165 Jones suggested that smaller branches should combine business, such as
the reading of the minutes, with some form of entertainment. Since military service was
the most important factor that united veterans, Jones advocated using “the language of the
trenches” in advertising and holding the occasional “trench party” to attract interest in
The Legion. He insisted, “Men who may have almost forgotten the comradeship of war
days have their memories awakened by the sight and thoughts of familiar things and feel
that they have a place in The Legion.” 166 Jones’s tactic reveals the importance of war
memory, especially camaraderie, to participation in the Legion’s activities, and it
suggests memory’s subjectivity. Those who remembered the war as an overall positive
experience would be more inclined to join in these activities. To attract members, some
branches lowered dues, offered prizes, and held picnics, card parties, and smokers. 167 The
Pearkes Branch in Summerside instituted a social hour following its business meeting
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that consisted of card games and light refreshments, and as a result, membership
increased by 50% after the next monthly meeting. 168 Thus, Legionnaires used the
construction of war memories and their perpetuation not only to preserve the past but also
to ensure the organization’s continued existence.
The rivalry among veterans’ associations and the Canadian Legion’s assertion that
an amalgamation must occur to form one powerful association also prompted criticism
that the Canadian Legion was starting to resemble “the spectacle of the American
Legion.” 169 According to an editorial in The Vancouver Province, the American Legion
was trying to dominate American politics using questionable methods. Moreover, it
presented itself as a special interest group, and the author, himself a veteran, maintained
that, with the exception of the disabled, returned soldiers did not deserve entitlements
simply because of their military service. He opined, “I do not see that other returned
soldiers are in any way entitled to direct the affairs of the country or even to dictate to
those who do.” If the Canadian Legion wanted unity, then it jeopardized its ability to
serve its members, and the editorialist believed an array of organizations should exist in
order to meet a diverse population’s needs. 170 The Canadian Legion, of course, argued
that the best way to meet more veterans’ needs was through unity, but it could not
persuade all associations to join them. It was in 1934 that Canadian Legion’s major rival
came into existence. In August 1934, the Canadian Corps held their reunion in Toronto at
the Canadian National Exhibition, and from that meeting, the Canadian Corps
Association (CCA) was born. 171 Durflinger has characterized the CCA as “contentious
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and firebrand.” 172 Unlike The Canadian Legion, it required no dues and became very
popular, especially in the cities in the mid-1930s. 173
The editorial that appeared in the Vancouver Province distilled the issue into one
question: unity or service? If the Canadian Legion wanted unity, then it risked becoming
like “the spectacle of the American Legion.” The American Legion, of course, did rely
on spectacle for publicity and to promote its programs, and so did the Canadian Legion to
a lesser extent when its branches paraded through their communities during
Remembrance Day services. 174
Conclusion
The competing definitions of service articulated in the 1930s reveal nuances in the
Legions’ collective memories of the war. First, the developing divide between the
American Legion’s national leadership and many posts recalls the discord between the
officers and the drafted men during the war. Perhaps fostering camaraderie could not
elide class differences as the Legion’s leaders wished. Second, the bonus debate points to
a distinction in the concept of duty. The anti-bonus faction, many of whom were from the
middle and upper classes, believed that they had fulfilled their duty to their country and
that they had already been compensated. Some had felt compelled to serve, and they
enlisted. They believed that their country expected something from them and that they
needed no compensation, for they had lost nothing. Unlike their disabled comrades, they
argued they were not entitled to ask the government and the public to sacrifice on their
behalf during the Great Depression. Those who demanded immediate payment of their
adjusted compensation certificates viewed the war as a unique experience in which the
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risks they took deserved recognition. Moreover, this acknowledgement of a soldier’s
service carried no expiration date. They took seriously the “mandate” issued them by
their dead comrades to serve the living, and they witnessed needs going unmet. The
debate about the bonus and the struggles for gainful employment during the Great
Depression also speak to the Legionnaires’ larger concern of remaining relevant during
the passing years. American and Canadian Legionnaires had to continually invent ways
to demonstrate their value to their comrades and to the public or risk obsolescence. The
Canadian Legion grappled with losing relevance even as they labored for pension reform
and provisions for unemployed veterans. They looked for ways to attract new members
and entice inactive ones to become more involved without becoming an object of
ridicule. Neither the American nor the Canadian Legionnaires wanted to be dusty relics
of the war but rather active, living memorials.
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Chapter Six: 1941: Toronto, Ontario

Introduction
On July 3, 1941, 50,000 American Legionnaires and their relatives journeyed to
Toronto for their annual convention from July 4-6. One train brought five hundred
Americans from Detroit, and another train traveled from Dunkirk, New York.
Automobiles came from as far west as Nebraska, and hotel registration books showed
that visitors hailed from Ohio, New Jersey, Texas, Minnesota, and North and South
Dakota. 1 The Legionnaires came “on what they called ‘a good will invasion’” at the
invitation of The Canadian Corps Association. 2 A major rival of the Canadian Legion,
The Canadian Corps Association (CCA) was established by a group of noncommissioned officers who were former soldiers in the Canadian Corps. In 1934, they
held a reunion in Toronto and decided to form an association of their own, even though
the Canadian Legion remained the largest and “arguably the most influential” of the
veterans’ associations in the Dominion. 3 This meeting marked the first time American
war veterans celebrated Independence Day in Canada, and it promoted unity and
understanding between Canada and the US. A show of solidarity made sense, since the
British Empire had been at war for nearly two years. The Legionnaires spent July 4-6 in
Toronto, where a meeting at Exhibition Park drew a crowd of 100,000, including
Canadian Legionnaires. During the celebration, the veterans performed a “Hands Across
the Border” ceremony. 4 These joint memorial ceremonies had become an annual event in
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border communities in North Dakota, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba. Designed to foster
peace and harmony, the ceremonies celebrated the bond of comradeship between the
Canadians and the Americans with a handshake. 5
In front of a multitude of witnesses, the American Legionnaires “dedicated
themselves with the Canadian comrades of the First Great War to keep the democracies
free.” 6 Given that the US was still pursuing a policy of non-intervention and that many in
the American Legion were isolationists, the Legionnaires’ pledge presented a problem. In
addition, they had once proven their commitment to this ideal by going to war. Now
middle-aged men in their forties and fifties, they had to demonstrate their fitness to serve
in other ways. This chapter examines how these veterans debated intervening in the war
and how they honored the memory of their wartime camaraderie with Canada by
promoting solidarity with their allies.
“How Can You ... Still Pursue a Policy of Nonintervention?”
Historians R.D. Cuff and J. L. Granatstein assert that during World War II,
Canada finally came of age as a nation. Yet, the late 1930s and early 1940s marked an
uncertain period in Canada’s identity. After the First World War, Canada obtained a
separate membership in the League of Nations, and with it, “the right to negotiate
treaties, the building of a Canadian diplomatic corps, [and] the publication of the doctrine
of equality of status.” 7 Given that Canada had no influence over British foreign policy,
the only reasons Canada would support Great Britain in a war would be out of sentiment
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or self-interest. Alternatively, Canada could choose to align itself with the US or adopt an
isolationist foreign policy. 8
Foreign policy experts laid out reasons why Canada might move away from a
traditional policy of European intervention. First, only half of the population claimed
British origin. According to the 1931 census, those of French descent numbered 28.22 %
and those identifying as “other” equaled 19.93%. 9 Canada also risked its national unity if
it continued to follow its present foreign policy. Involvement in another European war
would only strengthen the separatist movement in French Canada. 10 In the mid-1930s,
historian Lionel Adolphe Groulx encouraged the development of French-Canadian
nationalism in Québec, even though he did not advocate secession. 11 At a Canadian
Corps Association (CCA) meeting in July 1938, Prime Minister Mackenzie King also
emphasized idealistic reasons for remaining neutral: to keep faith with those who had
sacrificed their lives during the First World War and to perpetuate peace and goodwill.
King still had reason to hope for peace, for Great Britain had not yet declared war,
although Germany had annexed Austria in March. King remarked that the men of the
Canadian Corps “suffered, they endured, in the conviction that out of their sufferings and
sacrifices would arise a new order in which sectional interests, and prejudices of race and
creed, of class and country, would give place to a brotherhood of man.” 12 Furthermore,
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King admonished the men of the CCA to work for peace because “for you, who fought in
France and Flanders, war has no glamour and no romance.” 13
Some, however, argued that, in order to protect Canada’s interests, it needed to
support Great Britain. Although Canada’s interests had never been clearly defined, “they
seem to include such things as democracy, trade and defense.” 14 Canada would still be
able to trade with Great Britain (and presumably the US) if it adopted a policy of
neutrality. Some constitutional scholars, such as F.R. Scott also maintained that Canada
had no constitutional right to neutrality. The 1931 Statute of Westminster granted Canada
the power to invest in the Governor-General in Council the power to sign all treaties for
Canada and to issue declarations of peace and war. The government, however, first
needed to enact this legislation which could, Scott warned, “vary or abrogate the existing
agreement under which the harbors of Halifax and Esquimault are made available for the
use of the Royal Navy.” 15 Nevertheless, until Canada enacted the Statute of Westminster,
foreign countries would automatically assume that it would support Great Britain
militarily, Scott contended. 16
The branch histories do not indicate how or if the Canadian Legion responded to
this foreign policy debate, but as the Canadian Legion was still a part of the British
Empire Service League and had expressed its loyalty to the British Empire in the past, it
most likely favored supporting Great Britain in the event of war. Following the
Anschluss, Germany annexed the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia in September.
Dominion President W. W. Foster issued a call-to-arms to all veterans in 1938 to pledge
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their time and talents to Canada. 17 10,000 veterans responded within a few weeks. 18 That
same year, Foster also submitted a recommendation to the Minister of National Defense
that Legionnaires not fit for active service could become involved in recruiting, training
personnel, or guarding railways, bridges, and factories. 19
Prime Minister King wanted greater national unity for Canada and more “foreign
policy autonomy from Britain.” 20 His objectives, however, did not mean that he desired
to forge an alliance with the US. Canada had had a complex relationship with the US, as
many Canadians had journeyed south in search of prosperity, but on the other hand, many
who remained in Canada were descendants of Loyalists from the American War for
Independence. The relationship between the two countries suggested ambivalence on
both sides. In the 1930s, CEF veteran and McGill University law professor P.E. Corbett
remarked on “‘the co-existence of two apparently contradictory phenomena—a network
of intimate friendships between Canadians and Americans, and a widespread distaste for
Americans in general.’” 21 The American and Canadian Legionnaires’ fraternization lends
credence to Corbett’s pronouncement. Although friendly interactions occurred on a local
level among the public, government leaders could not agree on how to approach
diplomatic relations. Canadian historian Galen Roger Perras argues that it was “the
decided American propensity for lumping Canadian affairs into its relations with Britain
that most hindered ties with the Dominion.” 22 Other factors affected the countries’
relationship were high US tariffs on Canadian exports and the smuggling of Canadian
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liquor into the US during Prohibition.23 As late as 1926, some Americans proposed to
annex Canada, while others argued that the President should recognize Canada as an
independent nation. During the Hoover administration, the Commerce Department tried
to adopt a “neo-mercantilist philosophy which asserted that Canada should supply the
United States with raw materials and provide a market for manufactured goods.” 24 In the
1930s, the idea of a military alliance between Canada and the US was relatively foreign,
as the neighbors did not embark upon diplomatic missions until 1927. The countries’
cooperation during the Great War, however, helped make this notion plausible. In the
past, “American and Canadian forces had cooperated in the use of ports and
transportation networks, training, censorship, intelligence gathering, and munitions
production.” 25
Despite criticisms of a formal alliance between Canada and the US, some
Americans, such as Foreign Service officer John Farr Simmons, asserted that both
countries shared a “common North American strategic destiny,” especially since Canada
did not possess the military strength to act independently. 26 Pledging solidarity was a fine
idea in theory, but it was doubtful if the US could have protected Canada, since in the late
1930s, the US army was ranked 17th in the world in size and most of its weapons,
excluding planes and tanks, dated back to the World War I era. 27 When President
Roosevelt visited Kingston, Ontario, on August 18, 1938, he nevertheless, declared to
Canadians that ‘“the people of the United States will not stand idly by if domination of
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Canadian soil is threatened by any other empire.”’ 28 Some, such as General Hugh
Johnson, the former head of the National Recovery Administration, questioned how the
President could claim American neutrality yet promise to defend Canada, but as the
1940s dawned, the US edged further away from neutrality. During September 1939,
President Roosevelt had been trying to convince Congress to repeal the Neutrality Acts
which had been passed in 1935. On October 16, Germany bombed Great Britain for the
first time, and a few weeks later on November 4, Congress amended the Neutrality Acts,
authorizing a cash and carry policy to help Great Britain and France. 74.2 percent of
Americans favored defending Canada (which they equated with Great Britain) in a
January 1940 poll, a figure that increased by 1.1 percent from a similar poll taken in
1939. 29
Although the American Legion showed support for the British Empire during its
“good-will invasion,” its position leaned toward neutrality and isolation in late 1930s.
The departments and posts, however, exhibited division over the Legion’s official
neutrality policy first passed in 1936 at the national convention in Cleveland, and they
framed their opinions through their memories of the First World War. 30 Edward J. Jones,
the adjutant of the Noble Callahan Post No. 237 in Troy, New York, explained later in
1939, “We ... remember only too well the tremendous amount of propaganda which was
showered upon our heads before we foolishly believed that we as a nation had to go to
war in Europe to save Democracy. We do not want that to happen again and we as
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individuals are bombarding our senators in Congress and the representatives, too, with a
barrage of letters and telegrams saying so.” 31 Jones’s remark illustrates that, although the
majority of Legionnaires were proud of their service, many later questioned the reasons
for America’s involvement in the war. Other departments witnessed similar divisions
over the Legion’s neutrality policy. At a Missouri department convention in Joplin in
1939, “the empty right sleeve and A.E.F. cap of the veteran who ‘rose’ from a makeshift
‘tomb’ in a demonstration for world peace marked him as one who had seen the worst to
which American citizen soldiers would be subjected if the nation entered another world
war.” In stark contrast to this display, another group of Legionnaires in Joplin hanged
Adolf Hitler in effigy to the stirring strains of “Over There.” 32 The difference in
demonstrations mirrors how the outbreak of the First World War elicited a divided
response from Americans. The displays also suggest that the passage of time had
complicated the Legion’s collective memory of the First World War. Not every
Legionnaire gloried in war, and some feared what would happen to the next generation of
citizen soldiers. In the late 1930s, speechwriters for the Legion’s national organization
cautioned against becoming entangled in European affairs or “‘underwriting by the U.S.
of the status quo of Europe at any time.’” 33 National Commander Stephen Chadwick
advised the US government to invoke the Monroe Doctrine and to continue building up
the national defense, yet not everyone on the National Executive Committee (NEC)
agreed. At a May 1939 meeting of the NEC, one man asked this rhetorical question:
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“How can you defend Brazil if some European country attacks it and still pursue a policy
of nonintervention?” 34
In March 1940, National Commander Raymond J. Kelly argued that the war in
Europe did not affect the US and that “neither the peace to follow these wars, nor the
conditions facing our country, will be bettered by our participation.” 35 Once France
surrendered to Adolf Hitler’s forces in June of that same year and the British sustained
heavy losses at Dunkirk, the Legion began to advocate for aiding Britain financially and
materially; and the US began emergency national defense preparations in July. 36 This
position fell between the isolationists and those who wanted an outright declaration of
war. 37 When the Battle of Britain began in August 1940, more Legionnaires began to
advocate aiding Britain as a way to help democracy’s cause. 38 Then in September 1940,
at its national convention in Boston, the Legion came out in support of the Lend-Lease
Act. Its official resolution equated a “sound national defense policy for this country” with
supplying “all practicable aid to Great Britain and those aligned with her in their fight for
freedom.” 39 In practice, this recommendation meant “prevent[ing] the shipment of war
materials to the aggressor nations” and “extend[ing] to all peoples who are resisting the
aggression the fullest co-operation consistent with our own obligations, our security, our
liberties and our peace.” 40
Whatever the Legionnaires’ thoughts on the policy of nonintervention, their
statements in the late 1930s reference their experiences in the First World War. Some
34

Ibid., 230.
The National Legionnaire, March 1940, 6.
36
Pencak, For God & Country, 303.
37
Roscoe Baker, The American Legion and American Foreign Policy (New York: Bookman Associates,
1954), 143.
38
Rumer, The American Legion, 237.
39
Baker, The American Legion and American Foreign Policy, 143.
40
Ibid., 145.
35

186

believed that Poland was another Belgium and that their work was not finished. As living
memorials, they had pledged to keep alive such ideals as freedom and democracy. These
ideals that they cherished were being threatened again by Germany, and they reiterated
that they were part of an ongoing service. Other Legionnaires insisted that their first duty
remained with America and that as living memorials, they should testify to war’s
brutality. They would serve the next generation by preventing them from being deceived
by government propaganda.
A “Goodwill Invasion”
The best way the American Legion could demonstrate its cooperation with the
Allies was through displays of solidarity. The Legion’s acceptance of the CCA’s
invitation demonstrates that it established relations with a number of foreign veterans’
organizations that shared its values. Like the Canadian Legion, the CCA also took
inspiration from John McCrae’s celebrated poem “In Flanders Fields,” particularly
embracing the idea that the dead had charged surviving veterans with a mission. 41 The
CCA, however, saw its primary mission providing solutions to the economic problems
facing the nation during the Great Depression, such as war debt. 42
The CCA accused the government with being preoccupied by “the economics of
peace,” which did not concern most veterans; therefore, since the government had been
unable to lift the country out of depression thus far, these men assumed the responsibility
of establishing “some Independent Economic Body, unaffiliated with any political party,
composed of men who are unselfishly devoted to the prosperity and economic
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government of their country.” 43 In order to join the CCA, a veteran had to have served
with the Canadian Corps, but unlike, the Canadian Legion, the CCA charged no dues and
only imposed a nominal fee to submit an application for a unit. 44 In many respects, the
CCA resembled the Canadian Legion with its emphases on perpetuating camaraderie,
preserving their memories of the war, and fostering citizenship. 45 The CCA’s policy also
dictated that it was to cooperate with other veterans’ associations, such as the Canadian
Legion, on matters of veterans’ welfare. 46 The Canadian Legion viewed the CCA as a
rival because it impinged upon the Legion’s “authoritative voice” and its goal to unify
disparate veterans’ organizations in order to become an effective advocate for exservicemen. 47
The American Legionnaires’ “invasion” of Toronto demonstrates not only the
camaraderie they felt for their former allies (regardless of their membership in a
particular association) but also the realization that Canada needed an infusion of US
dollars in wartime. 48 At the time of the “invasion,” Canada had been at war for nearly
two years, having declared war on September 10, 1939. In June 1940, Parliament
approved conscription to increase the size of the army. Canada had also sent a squadron
of the Royal Canadian Air Force to fight in the Battle of Britain which began in August
1940. 49 Thus, the schedule of activities included solemn pledges of friendship and
support as well as celebrations. In a display of “democratic solidarity,” the agenda
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included parades, military maneuvers, receptions, the American Legion ball, fireworks,
and band concerts in Exhibition Park. 50 The Legionnaires donned their colorful band
uniforms for the march and later in the evenings “danced on the streets and made merry
in the hotels” of Toronto.” 51 Those present at the convention included Stanley Rheim,
president of the Canadian Corps of Michigan, Major-General Frank Parker of the War
Department in Washington, D.C., and William E. Dowling, the prosecutor for Wayne
County, Michigan, who made some appearances on behalf of American Legion National
Vice-Commander Harold P. Redden. 52 During the Saturday parade, representatives of the
American Legion, the Canadian Corps Association, and the Canadian Legion marched
together with Royal Canadian Navy units and Empire veterans from Australia, New
Zealand, Newfoundland, and South Africa. 53 On July 4, as the Royal Canadian Air Force
band played, men raised the Stars and Stripes and the Union Jack together, and “veterans
who had fought a common battle in war-torn France almost a quarter-century ago bared
their head[s] in reverent allegiance.” 54 In honor of the American Independence Day,
Canadians in Winnipeg also flew the Stars and Stripes from many city buildings and
homes. 55 Memories of the First World War elided whatever nationalism or politics that
might have divided the veterans in the present.
Although the Toronto Daily Star may have implied that the American
Legionnaires were irrelevant by calling them “veterans of an old dead war,” the men
believed that their experience was vital to winning the present war because of their
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knowledge of civilian defense and ability to mobilize the home front. 56 Their
organization must have made a favorable impression, since the Canadian Minister of
National Defence, the Hon. J. L. Ralston, appeared at one reception to welcome the
Americans. 57 An editorial in the Toronto Daily Star praised the camaraderie between the
two countries, once thought impossible, and the author maintained that English-speaking
peoples of a common heritage needed to come together to defeat tyranny. 58 In this
respect, the gathering offered the Americans the opportunity to observe part of Canada’s
war effort. Legionnaire and Ohio State Senator Fred L. Adams remarked, “So far we
have not had a chance to see much of Canada’s preparedness effort, but we are anxious to
learn the part that our neighbor to the north is playing in this gigantic conflict.” 59
Whatever the Legionnaires thought about the US entering the war, they did support
strengthening the national defense, and this visit offered the Americans an opportunity to
compare programs with their allies. To further cement the bond between countries during
the gathering, Canadian American composer Geoffrey O’Hara and American Tin Pan
Alley composer John W. Bratton composed a special theme song whose chorus ran:
“Let’s get together/Everybody sing/‘I Wish I Was in Dixie’/And God Save the King.” 60 It
was a strange juxtaposition of song titles, but the decision to include “I Wish I Was in
Dixie,” a favorite of the Confederacy, may reflect the relationship between Great Britain
and the American South during the US Civil War. The composers may have also
referenced that song in order to make the Americans visiting from the South feel more
welcome.
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In any case, the Americans’ and Canadians’ thoughts were less occupied by a war
of the nineteenth century than with the wars of the twentieth. On the evening of July 4,
President Roosevelt warned Americans in a radio address that liberty “cannot survive in
the United States if freedom is lost in other countries.” The Evening Citizen reported that
Roosevelt’s manuscript of the speech lay on the desk where Woodrow Wilson drafted the
covenant of the League of Nations. 61 That their war proved not to be “the war to end all
wars” must have weighed heavily on the veterans’ minds, but the gathering in Toronto
instilled in them a new resolve to protect freedom and democracy in whatever ways they
could. William E. Dowling told the Canadian veterans, “We come to join you in a cause
that is mutual. God has created man to be free. The dictators and tyrants have set
themselves on a course to deny man this right. We of the democracies must stand firm for
the cause that is ours. We extend to you Canadians and to Britain our hand of help and
friendship.” 62 Thus at the flag-raising ceremony which concluded the Legionnaires’
“invasion,” Col. C. E. Reynolds of the Canadian Corps Association stated, “While these
two flags fly together, we can always face the future assured that freedom shall not
vanish from the earth.” 63 Whether or not Reynolds intended to allude to “The Gettysburg
Address,” the sentiment was clear. The veterans possessed a duty to their fallen comrades
of the last war and to all of the people involved in the present one to do their utmost to
protect freedom and democracy from oppression. The “goodwill invasion” of Toronto
also marks a shift in the veterans’ rhetoric. The speakers emphasized international
cooperation instead of what their individual countries could contribute in this fight. The
change in rhetoric mirrored such developments in foreign policy as the authorization of
61
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the Lend-Lease Act and the signing of the Ogdensburg Agreement in August 1940 which
established a Permanent Joint Board on Defence, “a Canadian-American advisory body
that studies joint defence problems and offers recommendations” to both governments. 64
Furthermore, the veterans’ declarations offer a different paradigm for living memorials
which downplays nationalism and instead highlights such common causes as democracy.
“If This Is Our War, Let’s Get Into It. If It Isn’t, Let’s Stay Out.”
At the American Legion’s national convention in September 1941 in Milwaukee,
delegates called for the organization to clearly state its position on aiding the Allies. Even
Hanford MacNider, the former ambassador to Canada and an isolationist, stated, “I plead
with the Legion to have guts. If this is our war, let’s get into it. If it isn’t let’s stay out.
I’m tired of hearing that someone else must fight our battles.” 65 Other isolationists who
attended the convention were Senators Bennett Champ Clark of Missouri and C.
Wayland Brooks of Illinois, and Congressman Hamilton Fish of New York. 66 Some
isolationists, such as MacNider, disapproved of President Roosevelt and his policies, for
they believed he harbored ulterior motives in advocating national preparedness. 67 Other
delegates proclaimed their sentiments by donning badges and carrying placards with such
messages as “Naughty Nazi, God Bless America—Love It or Leave It, and To Hell with
Hitler.” 68 Such slogans advertised interventionism and contempt for pro-Nazi groups. 69
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Many who attended the convention in Milwaukee had German heritage, but most
German-Americans in the US rejected Nazism. A “small but vocal minority” of legal
resident German aliens and German-Americans participated in pro-Nazi organizations,
such as the Friends of New Germany and the German-American Bund. 70 In 1934, the
American press became more critical of Hitler and pro-Nazi associations after the Nazis
attacked churches and sponsored book burnings. As a result, the American Federation of
Labor and the American Jewish Congress held a mock trial called “The Case of
Civilization against Hitlerism” in New York. Prominent citizens, including Mayor
Fiorello La Guardia attended, and the audience condemned Hitler. 71 Reports of Nazi
espionage and images of German militarization encouraged anti-Nazi demonstrators to
disrupt Bund meetings and to attack members. By the late 1930s, the German-American
community was leading the anti-Bund protests. The American Legion and the Veterans
of Foreign Wars called for careful monitoring of these associations with pro-Nazi
leanings. 72
The speeches delivered on the first day of the national convention suggest that the
Legion had reached a critical juncture in both its organizational history and the nation’s
history. In his welcoming address, Wisconsin Governor Julius Heil said, “America looks
to The American Legion, and other patriotic organizations to preserve and protect its free
institutions and highest ideals, and for guidance and leadership in these critical times.” 73
As former soldiers who had lived through a world war, the Legionnaires could offer
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insight to politicians and to the public, and those who addressed the delegates on the first
day of the convention referenced the Legionnaires’ past military service and the ways in
which they continued to serve. Former National Commander Frank N. Belgrano, Jr.,
reiterated the idea that the Legionnaires were bound in never-ending service when he
explained that “never again were the men who served in 1917 and 1918 to know what it
means to be free in that sense [to return to their old way of life] ... The war had ended, but
their service to the flag they followed to the very edge of eternity had not ended.” 74
Governor Heil reminded them, “All America is inspired by your achievements,
Legionnaires—by your valor ‘over there’ and by your untiring efforts in the cause of our
nation ‘over here.’” 75 The Mayor of Milwaukee, Carl Zeidler, noted that some
Legionnaires had chosen to re-enlist, while others sat on the Selective Service Boards or
volunteered for civilian defense units. 76 Zeidler even went so far as to liken the
Legionnaires to the successors of “those sturdy American pioneers, who had sacrificed
their lives so as to make this nation free and independent.” 77 In this sense, the
Legionnaires were part of the generations of men and women who had fought to preserve
America, and the war in which they participated was another milestone in the country’s
history. Although these veterans were not unique, they were nonetheless valuable for
their sacrifices.
Other comments illustrate how the Legionnaires’ collective memory of the First
World War could shift from fond reminiscences to sober reflections over the course of
twenty years. The Department Commander of Wisconsin George A. Weber made a direct
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connection between the world wars and the Legion’s position. He stated, “The American
Legion spoke in no uncertain terms in 1918—it will speak again this week to warn the
world it will never allow the darkness of slavery to blot out our Freedom ... The
American Legion fought in 1918—over there—in No Man’s Land. We are meeting here
this week—to keep—No Man’s Land—over there.” 78 Past conventions had characterized
the war as an adventure or as a sacrifice for the individual veteran, depending on what the
veterans’ needs were at the time. This convention, however, offered the delegates the
opportunity to ponder the costs of war. Both wars were similar in their objectives,
according to Weber. Twenty-two years later, many of the Legionnaires could still serve
their country but perhaps not in the same capacity. Now, the public looked upon them as
advisors, or as Mayor Zeidler articulated, as oracles. Indeed, National Commander
Belgrano stated, “We know something about what our sons will be up against if, in spite
of everything that we shall do to prevent it, war comes upon us again.” 79 Furthermore, the
federal government frequently called upon the leaders of the American Legion for
consultation in regard to national defense. 80
Weber’s comment also conveys the sense that the Legionnaires’ perspective had
changed. Their commitment to freedom as expressed in their creed of Americanism did
not extend outside of the US. The First World War—the Legionnaires’ war—was a
struggle to protect freedom, but Weber did not want the next generation to repeat their
experience. The Legion did not want to return to No Man’s Land but rather to keep its
boundaries from extending across the Atlantic. National Commander Milo J. Warner
echoed that sentiment when he proclaimed, “We must so fully prepare ourselves for war
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that insofar as it is humanly possible we of America can keep war away from our
shores.” 81 The Legion had always advocated a strong national defense program, but now
these plans became more important than ever before.
In the past, the Legion had worked for peace by participating in FIDAC and even
supporting the Kellogg-Briand Pact, but it nevertheless maintained that the best way the
US could secure a lasting peace was through a well-equipped, well-trained military. As
Frank Belgrano explained, “We who have seen war love Peace ... But we would be
unworthy of our citizenship if we did not proclaim, in words that none may
misunderstand, that peace without freedom and security would be a coward’s sham.” 82
For twenty-two years, the Legion had supported the universal draft, the elimination of
special profit during war-time, and the buildup of the armed forces. Essentially, the
Legion wanted to draft labor and industry in the event of another war in order to ensure
that the US would only go to war to protect its security. 83 Legion national conventions
endorsed the National Defense Act of 1920 which mandated a regular armed force of
280,000 men and a National Guard of 500,000; however, the actual number of enlisted
men and officers depended on the amount of money appropriated annually. 84 The
Legion’s chief lobbyist John Thomas Taylor struggled to persuade Congress to vote for
appropriations to guarantee half of these levels in part because “posts rarely ‘barraged’
congressmen with the same enthusiasm as they did on the Bonus.” 85 As a result in 1939,
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the US had the world’s seventeenth largest army with a little more than 200,000 regular
army soldiers and approximately 200,000 National Guardsmen. 86
The Legion’s national leadership was more concerned with neutrality then, even
though two-thirds of all Legionnaires and 62% of the nation believed FDR was right in
urging Congress to repeal the Neutrality Acts which made it illegal for Americans to sell
or transport arms and other war materials to belligerent nations. 87 Some Legionnaires,
including Senator Tom Connally of Texas, wanted to extend aid to Britain and to Russia.
According to foreign policy expert Roscoe Baker, “it was the first time in Legion history
that members of the United States Senate took an active part in debating on Legion
resolutions.” 88
A vocal minority of isolationists, most of whom came from the West and
Midwest, wielded power within the Legion, however. 89 For example, delegates elected
Michigan isolationist Raymond Kelly as its next National Commander during the 1939
national convention. 90 To challenge the Legion’s position, Fight for Freedom, “a group
originally formed to support the Loyalists during the Spanish Civil War and closely
associated with the Committee to Aid America by defending the Allies,” attended the
1940 national convention in Boston and distributed 150,000 pieces of pro-Allied
literature. 91 Such Hollywood motion picture companies as MGM, Warner Bros, and
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Twentieth Century Fox helped to fund the group. 92 It also protested outside of the
“America First” convention headquarters where two prominent Legionnaires, Senator
Bennett Champ Clark and Congressman Hamilton Fish, volunteered their time. To
demonstrate that it had the support of most American veterans, Fight for Freedom also
conducted a poll that showed 80% of all Legionnaires supported aiding the Allies. 93
According to the poll, 92% of Legionnaires sympathized with the British; 63% thought
the US would be involved eventually in the war; and 90% though the Legion should lead
the nation in national defense preparations. 94
By the fall of 1940, the Legion began to advocate cooperating with the Allies, and
40% of Legionnaires considered enlisting, even though their average age was 47 years
old. 95 The organization passed resolutions for the reinstitution of selective service.
Congress passed the Selective Training and Service Act, which President Roosevelt
signed on September 16, 1940; and the army increased to 1,448,500 officers and men by
July 3, 1941. 96 On February 22, 1941, the government began registering World War
veterans for national defense, a practice which the American Legion supervised and
sponsored. 97 Veterans were instructed to complete National Defense questionnaires in
order to be classified for service. “Each veteran was classified according to availability
for emergency service by the Government. Every veteran was urged to contact his local
American Legion Post and complete the questionnaire as a part of the national American
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Legion preparedness program.” 98 For example, Commander Eldon L. Boots and Adjutant
Dwayne Brown of the Highland Park Post in Des Moines, Iowa accepted registrations for
the proposed home guard of World War veterans. In South Carolina alone, 18,000 men
submitted the questionnaires. 99 These Home Defense units were to take the place of the
National Guard units that had been called into federal service. 100 According to Des
Moines mayor Mark Conkling, “‘Our Nation, State and Community has always looked
upon the American Legion as their first line of defense ... The Legion constitutes a huge
back-log of manpower, experience, training and devotion in our national defense.’” 101 If
communities valued their resident Legionnaires in this respect, then the Legion had had
some measure of success. New York Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia appointed past National
Commanders D’Olier and Kelly regional Office of Civilian Defense (OCD) directors in
two corps areas. LaGuardia also named the American Legion’s National Defense
Director Henry H. Dudley, the new director of the veterans division in civilian defense. 102
A survey authorized by the national organization had found that at least 1,000,000 people
were available for civilian defense work, and of that number, about 800,000 were
Legionnaires or unaffiliated veterans of the last war. 103 The Legion passed other
resolutions calling for the adoption of anti-sabotage legislation; the prevention of work
stoppage in national defense strategies; and the collection of scrap metal. 104 The increase
in national defense programs allowed veterans to prove their relevance not only
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theoretically but also materially. According to the Veterans Employment Committee
report, many jobless veterans had found work in industrial production. The committee,
however, advised veterans against migrating to cities in search of employment. Rather
they should first secure a job before relocating. 105
Although the Legion had reached a consensus about assisting Britain by 1941,
contention arose when some, including former National Commander Ray Murphy and
Senator Tom Connally, suggested that the Lend-Lease Act should be amended to include
not only Britain but also the Soviet Union. National Commander Warner delivered a
speech on this possibility entitled “Freedom vs. Piracy” in July 1941. In his speech,
Warner reviewed American history and reminded delegates that the reason the US
entered the First World War was because of Germany’s adoption of unrestricted
submarine warfare, and in that reference, Warner linked the wars as crusades to protect
freedom. 106 By making this connection, Warner furthermore suggested that history was
repeating itself, in that US would eventually go to war, not because it wanted to, but
because it had to. Nazism, rather than Communism, posed the more immediate threat to
free society, according to Warner. The National Commander later conducted a
telegraphic poll of the members of the National Executive Committee and the past
national commanders on extending Lend-Lease aid to the Soviet Union. 107 Warner later
reported in an article appearing in The National Legionnaire that the consensus showed
the US should focus on supplying Great Britain and worry about the Soviet Union later.
As Warner explained, “We can produce arms and munitions no faster than Britain can
usefully employ them. When we can produce more than that, we can take time to
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consider if there is better use for them than in the hands of our own forces.” 108 The results
of the poll seemed to indicate that the majority of past leaders urged caution and advised
postponing a definite position on extending the Lend-Lease Act. These men understood
that the Legion’s decision would attract press coverage. If the majority of delegates voted
against aiding the Soviet Union, that action would indicate that the Legion favored
isolationism. If they passed a resolution to support the Soviet Union, then that decision
would signal intervention. 109
In September 1941, the issue re-emerged at the national convention, but the
Luftwaffe had bombed Moscow in June. The US government had already voted in
August to extend aid to the Soviet Union, but the Legion still needed to declare its
position. Isolationists argued against aiding the Soviets because of potentially increasing
the threat of communism; moreover, they contended that US safety did not depend on
Great Britain remaining free. Some insisted that the US could maintain a peaceful
relationship with Germany and the other Axis powers, and they reasoned that Hitler did
not want control of the Western Hemisphere. 110 According to the Gallup polls, the
majority of Americans wanted to aid Britain and its allies. 85% of the Democrats
surveyed and 76% of the Republicans “favored transfer of Army and Navy planes to Nazi
foes.” 111 Others who supported the Soviet Union as an ally of Great Britain countered
that this was not a question of aiding communists but of supporting a government policy.
They asserted that those who obstructed the Lend-Lease Act were not serving their
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country. 112 Both the isolationists and the interventionists in the Legion wanted to keep
their pledge to uphold freedom, justice, and democracy, but they disagreed as to whether
Germany or the Soviet Union posed the greater threat to these ideals. In asserting the
need to protect America first, the isolationists reiterated a theme that had been part of the
Legion’s creed since its inception. Though the First World War ended in 1918, the
members of the AEF were still in service as Legionnaires. They were still “at war” with
communism. Interventionists, on the other hand, realized that they needed to finish what
they started in Europe over twenty years ago and to honor their ties with Great Britain
and France.
The Legion finally hammered out what it believed to be a compromise after the
Americanism Commission, chaired by James O’Neil, issued a resolution condemning
communism. Thus, a vote in favor of extending aid to the Soviet Union did not signal an
endorsement of communism but a condemnation of Nazism. 113 The delegates voted on
this matter, but a vote of 874 to 604 tabled the final decision. The Legion, however, did
submit a resolution “in such a way that it did not mention aid to Russia, but a general one
to support the President and Congress in their foreign policy.” 114 The Legion’s
Committee on Foreign Relations reaffirmed that the American form of government
should be maintained as “a beacon of freedom,” and it went on record as opposing any
form of appeasement toward Germany, Italy, and Japan. 115

112

Ibid., 148.
Ibid.
114
Ibid., 181; See also George C. Herring, Jr., Aid to Russia, 1941-1946: Strategy, Diplomacy, The Origins
of the Cold War (New York: Columbia University Press, 1973), 18.
115
Report of the Committee on Foreign Relations, Proceedings of the 23d National Convention of the
American Legion, 90.
113

202

As uncertain as the next few months were for the national organization, the late
1930s and early 1940s offered the posts an opportunity to reflect on all their
accomplishments over the past twenty years and to renew their commitment to serving
veterans and the rest of their communities. The American Legion’s decision to support
more intervention in Europe prompted the individual Legionnaires to ask what they
themselves could do. Since most could not enlist, they had to prove their relevance in
other ways. Reviewing their posts’ histories allowed Legionnaires to remember how they
had overcome past challenges. The Nicholson Post in Baton Rouge, Louisiana took pride
in that during its twenty years its efforts had culminated in $254,121 in back payments
being paid to veterans and $101,525 from adjusted service certificates reaching the
beneficiaries of deceased veterans, among other accomplishments. 116 Some posts, such as
one in Birmingham, Alabama, kept the memory of the First World War from receding
into the background by changing the name of the post from Wahouma to Walter E. Bare,
to honor the memory of General Walter E. Bare who served in the Rainbow Division
during World War I. 117 In 1941, the Works Progress Administration (WPA) finalized
plans with the Legionnaires in Birmingham, Alabama for a war memorial building. 118
Interest in the Legion remained strong, and such local units as the Frank Gordhamer Post
in Bowman, North Dakota, “went ‘over the top’ in membership, proving the loyalty of
the members even in times of economic stress.” 119 The Dysart-Kendall Post in Lenoir,
North Carolina, marked its twenty-first birthday with a special program and banquet
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complete with birthday cake topped with twenty-one candles. 120 In 1940, for example,
the James G. Hamilton Post in Monte Vista, Colorado, celebrated its twenty-first
anniversary, and as the post historian remarked, it was “all grown up now.” 121 The
historian characterized the post as a living being that had transitioned from childhood to
adulthood, and he implied that the post had matured. Yet, in some respects, they
remained eternally young, such as when they participated in a Memorial Day service: “It
was not an uncommon sight to see moist eyes as the ‘Boys’ marched by to pay respect to
the ones who had gone on ahead.” 122
Indeed, the charter members of such posts were now middle-aged men who
believed that their war experience could benefit those preparing for the next world war.
The events in Europe touched posts as far away as Colorado and Montana. In February
1939, the James G. Hamilton Post, No. 53 in Monte Vista, Colorado, hosted a speaker
who reminded members about “the American Legion anti-Communist and anti-Nazi
program.” 123 The post also contemplated holding a citizenship day for the community,
since a neighboring post in Alamosa had planned a similar event. The post historian
noted, “Citizenship in the United States is more than a matter of mere birth, it requires
constant activity and thought.” 124 This observation illustrates that many Legionnaires still
believed in the concept of ongoing service and vigilance in regard to American ideals.
They understood that foreign influences, whether Communism or Nazism, continued to
assail the ideas for which they had fought. Therefore, many posts became involved in
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national defense at the local level. Even those who supported neutrality at past national
conventions, such as the delegates from Montana, advocated for measures to build up the
national defense. 125 Furthermore, the department used events, such as memorial services,
as an opportunity to speak about contemporary issues. At Montana’s Annual Department
Convention in July 1940, Legionnaires held memorial services for their departed
comrades. Later, National Commander Raymond J. Kelly addressed the delegates and
spoke on national defense and neutrality. 126 The Legion’s Hamilton Post received a
report from the local Battery D detailing the “urgent need for the battery to get its
enlistment up to peacetime strength in order for them to retain the Battery in Monte
Vista.” 127 The post also remained active in its community work by organizing and
contributing to scrap metal drives and bond sales. 128 The Butte Post in Montana collected
over one hundred steel helmets to be sent to England as part of a national drive. 129 The
Highland Park Post in Des Moines amassed fourteen tons of aluminum in a scrap drive
for the National Defense Day Program on July 24, 1941. 130
During the late 1930s and early 1940s, the Legion’s leaders and the rank-and-file
members drew a connection between the First and Second World Wars. The Legionnaires
portrayed the wars as struggles for freedom; however, the isolationists and the
interventionists interpreted the memory of the First World War differently in light of the
new European conflict. The isolationists reminded their fellow Legionnaires of the First
World War’s costs. The US had allowed itself to be deceived by foreign propaganda and
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declared war, a decision that resulted in over fifty thousand battle deaths and over two
hundred thousand wounded. Isolationists insisted that the US should never become
involved in another European war. If the Legion passed a resolution in favor of
intervention, they would break faith with their dead comrades in that they would be
endangering the US.
Interventionists countered that their allies Great Britain and France needed
America’s help. By fighting in the First World War, the AEF had demonstrated its
commitment to protecting freedom, justice, and democracy abroad as well as at home.
The American Legion continued this commitment by participating in such international
veterans’ organizations as FIDAC and by fraternizing with the Canadian Legion.
Furthermore, interventionists adopted a teleological perspective, arguing that the war
would spread if the US did not help its allies and then the US would eventually be drawn
into the conflict. The interventionists believed that history was repeating itself and that
they had an obligation to finish what they had begun in France in 1917. At the same time,
the posts worked to keep the memory of the First World War alive in other ways by
renaming posts and building new war memorials. In their twentieth anniversary
celebrations, the posts wanted to prove that the Legion had “grown up” and was prepared
to face its next challenge.
“A Greater Obligation Than Ever Before”
As the beginning of another world war marked a new chapter in the lives of
American Legionnaires, so did it for Canadian Legionnaires when Canada entered the
war on September 10, 1939. According to historian Jonathan F. Vance, Canadians
wearied of another war on top of the economic crisis, yet “Canadians’ idealism had not
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entirely vanished, for people still mentioned patriotism, adventure, and a duty to stop the
Nazis.” 131 Legion branches made their halls available for recruiting and training, after the
war broke out. 132 Just as the American Legion had become a presence in their
communities, Canadian Legion branches were coming into their own. William Simcock,
the author of the Fredericton Branch’s history, asserted, “The Legion was no longer
merely a group of war veterans who emerged only on November 11th to huddle at the
Cenotaph for a brief service prior to retreating to their Branch quarters for a bash of beer
and nostalgia, there to remain unnoted until the same date next year. They had indeed
become a presence in Fredericton.” 133 At the Dominion Convention in May 1940 at
Montreal, Dominion President Brigadier W.W. Foster referred to John McCrae’s poem
“In Flanders Fields” in his address. He talked specifically about “taking up the torch” in
this war and mentioned that he had recently visited the Vimy Memorial. 134 Despite the
fact that they had assembled at Vimy just three years ago to renew their commitment to
their fallen comrades to pursue peace, Foster explained that the Legion had in view “a
peace that would not surrender those ideals for which its comrades, both living and dead,
have made such sacrifices.” 135 Thus, national defense was necessary and right because
survivors of the First World War had given their youth, their health, and their relatives
for the sake of their country. According to Foster, “all of our activities as an organization
can be summed up in the words, ‘Remembrance and Duty,’ both of which impose a
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greater obligation than ever before.” 136 The obligation was greater because more was at
stake and because the Legionnaires’ duty now was to the next generation of soldiers.
Over the past two years, the dominion conventions had passed resolutions that
dealt with the need for unity between ex-servicemen, the development of national unity in
Canada, assistance to the soldier settler, and unemployment. 137 Foster noted how the war
had produced cooperation among the veterans’ associations, and membership and the
number of branches in the Legion were increasing. Foster predicted that the war would
expand the Legion’s activities, especially now that “the problem of unity has been
solved.” 138 Foster may have believed that the threat of Nazism would induce Canada’s
disparate cultures and multiple veterans’ associations to lay aside their differences to
defeat the enemy.
On July 23, 1941, the Canadian Legion established a special division of the
organization called The Canadian Legion War Services. 139 These services encompassed
education, recreation, libraries, concerts, dances, smokers, films, religious services, and
outdoor games. 140 The Canadian Legion Educational Services offered men in uniform the
opportunity to improve their education, “thus making better soldiers and, on discharge,
better citizens.” 141 As they had experienced the difficulties of re-assimilation first-hand in
the 1920s, the Legionnaires desired to prepare this new generation of soldiers for the
return to civilian life. Running the education services program became the Canadian
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Legion’s main purpose during the war. 142 Veterans of World War II had an array of
programs and aid available to them, due in part to the efforts of World War I veterans and
their organizations. 143 If soldiers wanted to further their education, they could enroll in
public and high school studies to earn their degrees and to learn such trades as mechanics,
engineering, typing, and mechanical drawing. The Legion supplied the textbooks,
examinations, and instructors at no cost to the students. For this program, the Legion had
secured the cooperation of the Canadian Association for Adult Education and the
Canadian Teachers’ Federation. 144 As for entertainment, Legion stationed entertainment
officers in the larger training camps in Canada to arrange concerts, films, and other
recreational activities for officers and their men. The activities were popular, as the
Legion reported showing 3,180 films with a total attendance of 1,422,000 for 1940. 145
Altogether, the Canadian Legion War Services operated more than 1,000 canteens,
distributed 10 million pieces of stationery, and nearly 125 million cigarettes. 146 For that
year, the Legion spent $63,813.93 on providing entertainment for the troops in Canada
and overseas, and the public contributed to the Legion’s work by donating funds. In
February 1940, for example, the Legion set a goal to raise $500,000 which was
“oversubscribed by more than $200,000.” 147 In addition, the government granted the
organization a war loan. 148
In addition to its educational services, the Legion made recommendations to the
government about national mobilization. Parliament passed the National Resources
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Mobilization Act on June 21, 1940, which permitted the government “to requisition the
property and services of Canadians for home defence”; however, overseas conscription
would not go into effect until November 1944. 149 French-Canadian delegates at the 1941
Canadian Legion’s convention of the Quebec Provincial Command also seconded a
resolution on selective compulsory national service and mobilization of industry. 150 Their
action was significant because conscription remained a contentious issue for FrenchCanadians, especially in Québec. The Legion had always supported national
mobilization, and on several occasions, representatives from Dominion Command had
presented the Legion’s views to the Prime Minister. According to the Legion, the
government allowed these men “hearings at considerable length” and accepted their
suggestions with “all earnestness.” 151 In supporting national mobilization, the Legion
called upon the government to “conscript the manpower, wealth, national resources,
business, industrial and other institutions,” and thus its position resembled that of the
American Legion on the universal draft. 152 Nevertheless, Dominion President Alex
Walker cautioned that the organization should not sacrifice its effectiveness at the
expense of “over-zealousness” by organizing mass meetings and staging demonstrations
throughout the country, something that the American Legion might have done. 153
Branches did their part by purchasing war bonds and rallying the public to support
the war effort. The George R. Pearkes Branch in Summerside, PEI, passed a resolution
that the Department of National Defense enlarge the armories in Summerside, and it also
149
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resolved to ask the government to introduce compulsory military training for all men
between the ages of 17 and 50 for home defense. 154 As the branch in Durham, Ontario,
saw it, it was serving the young men “who would someday return to take up the torch in
service of a new generation of Durham war veterans.” 155 Moreover, they were helping
fellow Legionnaires, such as the two members of the Emerson Branch in Manitoba who
left for active service in 1941. 156 By organizing euchre games, dances, and other small
projects, the Durham Branch raised money for cigarettes and chocolate to send to the
men and women overseas. 157 The Qualicum Beach Branch in British Columbia sent a
letter to their representative in Parliament, Mr. A. W. Neill, M.P., expressing their
dissatisfaction with the Canadian war effort and their concern about the number of enemy
aliens in Neill’s constituency who possessed firearms. 158 The branch history does not
state why the Qualicum Beach Branch was dissatisfied with the war effort, but it may
have related to the implementation of the National Resources Mobilization Act, the fact
that conscription was not in effect, or the branch’s belief that the government was not
doing enough to protect them from the enemy, given Qualicum Beach’s location in
British Columbia. As the Legion believed since its establishment, threats to national
security existed at home as well as abroad, and they accepted the responsibility of eternal
vigilance as part of their service. Their anxiety about the foreign-born in Canada,
however, shows that the Legion was an exclusive organization, not only by virtue of its
membership requirements but also by its reluctance to befriend those who did not share
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British heritage. The war taught the veterans about ongoing service, and it also inculcated
in them the practice of othering. In this respect, the Canadian Legion did not live up to its
idealism, much like the American Legion.
Conclusion
1941 was not the first year that the Legionnaires contemplated how best to prove
their relevance, but this year deserves examination for what it reveals about the
Legionnaires’ roles and their collective memories of the First World War. First, since
most of the Legionnaires could no longer don khaki to fight for their respective countries,
they had to find other ways to contribute to the war effort, actual or anticipated. As a
result, they adapted their memories of the First World War to fit their needs; the living
memorials remained practical. What could veterans’ organizations of the First World War
offer the men and women involved in the Second World War? The American
Legionnaires offered their services as advisors who had not only witnessed a world war
but had fought in it “over there.” The isolationists urged politicians to proceed cautiously,
lest they allow the US to become entangled in another European war. They did not
remember their war as a glorious adventure; but even if they believed the war was a
mistake, they remained proud of their military service. They fondly recalled the
friendships they forged, and they spoke of this time as a uniquely personal experience.
The interventionists shared these sentiments as well; and although they asserted that the
US was obligated to assist its allies financially and militarily, they did not yearn for
another world war. How these veterans recalled the causes of the First World War and the
reasons for America’s entry is key to understanding their positions on neutrality in the
late 1930s and early 1940s. Not only did the Legionnaires act upon these memories but
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their memories acted upon them to produce lingering fears about communism and aliens
and concerns about America’s role international affairs and incidentally, their own
prestige.
Second, the early 1940s marked a period of celebration and reflection for the
American Legionnaires as their posts commemorated their twentieth anniversaries. With
their transformation from “boys” to mature adults came a shift in roles. In addition to
lobbying for benefits for themselves and their comrades, they now asked the government
to consider the next potential generation of soldiers. By increasing national defense
programs, many wanted to ensure the Legion’s eventual obsolescence. If the US declared
war, however, they wanted to be certain that veterans of the Second World War would
not have to fight as they did for all that they had earned.
Likewise, the early 1940s saw the Canadian Legion “come of age,” and it
contemplated its role during wartime. The war presented an opportunity for the Legion to
prove its usefulness by arranging entertainment for the troops to boost their morale and
by setting up educational services for them to re-assimilate into civilian life more
smoothly. Offering these programs was the Legionnaires’ way of continuing to “keep
faith” with their fallen comrades of the First World War. Furthermore, the war made it
possible for the Canadian Legion to overcome some of its internal divisions due to
nationality and regionalism, if only temporarily. The conflict surrounding Anglo and
French Canadians’ memories of the First World War began to recede in the face of the
Second World War, and Easterners and Westerners lay aside their differences to protect
their country. The camaraderie shared by Canadians and Americans took on a new
significance given the American Legion’s resolutions and the international policy
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agreements between the two nations. Once they did their countries’ bidding by fighting in
the First World War, now they used their experience and their memories to create
policies that would define their nation’s futures.
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion

On September 21-23, 1943, American Legion delegates convened in Omaha,
Nebraska, for their annual national meeting. The speakers at the twenty-fifth convention
focused on the Legion’s policy in a post-war society, and National Commander Roane
Waring emphasized, “[The Legion] is doing our part to speed [the] conclusion of the
war.” In addition, Waring anticipated that the Legion would commit itself “to future
cooperation with other peace-loving countries in preventing another world-wide
catastrophe.” 1 Waring’s remarks echoed the sentiments of Robert S. Marx, the founder of
the Disabled American Veterans (DAV) established in 1920, who urged at the DAV’s
national convention on September 19 that the US should participate in some kind of
“post-war union of nations” to prevent future conflicts. Representing the Canadian
Legion and the Dominion Council of War Amputations at the DAV convention,
Lieutenant Colonel Edwin Baker likewise insisted that the Allied nations “cannot ... lay
aside their responsibilities after this war is won.” 2
Nowhere in these statements did the American or Canadian Legionnaires refer
back to their memories of the First World War and how they had striven for peace in the
1920s and 1930s, though their efforts were in vain. Instead, the Legionnaires were
preparing for the future. The spaces surrounding these living memorials were changing
and their memories were giving way to new memories of a new generation of veterans,
but their basic mission to advocate for ex-service men and women remained unaltered.
Thus, the organizations as memorials remained relevant as they adapted to changing
circumstances.
1
2
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This dissertation has argued that the American and Canadian Legions represented
a living memorial to the First World War. As such, they commemorated the war by
providing service to veterans. They advocated for financial compensation, assisted
veterans in finding employment, and offered them a space to reminisce, to grieve, and to
readjust to civilian life in the company of their former comrades. This conception of
veterans’ associations unites the various depictions of these groups, particularly of the
American Legion. By isolating the functions of the American Legion, scholars have
concluded over the years that it is a right-wing political lobby, a nativist group, an envoy
for international cooperation, and a rowdy fraternity. Not all of these descriptions
necessarily conflict with one another, but the lack of a consensus makes it difficult to
understand what the Legion’s function really was during the interwar years. I argue that,
at its core, the American Legion was and still is a service organization and what drew its
first generation of members together were the memories of their wartime service.
Moreover, these memories connected them with their former allies, such as the Canadian
Legionnaires. The Legionnaires did not want to be forgotten, and so they perpetuated a
collective memory of the First World War and imbued it into their activities. By
analyzing the local chapters’ records, this study has recovered the personal element of the
organizations’ identities and has demonstrated that their collective memories were multifaceted and prone to fracture.
During the 1920s and 1930s, communities across the country had been erecting
memorials to the First World War, and in so doing had been following a time-honored
ritual. The monuments in town squares and churches offered spaces where the war’s
survivors could grieve and remember, and they demonstrated the public’s patriotism. Yet,
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some questioned if these stone figures and metal plaques were the most fitting and
efficient way to commemorate the war. Were they the best representation of the ideals for
which men and women gave their lives? Growing numbers countered that useful
memorials that performed some kind of service would better honor the dead and the
war’s survivors. These living memorials, such as libraries, stadiums, and parks, improved
the public’s lives; and when people frequented them, they would be more likely to
remember those who died for them. The American Legion supported the idea of living
memorials, and their activities allowed for sustained commemoration of the war.
Legionnaires named their local headquarters after fallen soldiers; their fundraisers
supported disabled veterans and their families; their entertainment committees organized
dances and parties with French themes; and posts oversaw the sale of poppies handcrafted by disabled veterans for Armistice Day.
By extending the definition of the living memorial, this study has demonstrated
that the American Legion’s collective memory of the First World War is more
heterogeneous than previous studies have allowed. The American Legion’s war narrative
was often celebratory but episodes in the organization’s history, such as the bonus debate,
also reveal contested definitions of service and sacrifice, two major themes in the
Legion’s collective memory. Camaraderie, the third element in this memory, functioned
to unite veterans, whether they lived in different states or different countries. Brooke L.
Blower and Stephen R. Ortiz have analyzed the American Legion’s involvement with
such international veterans’ associations as FIDAC, but my study shows that the
American Legion’s fraternization with foreign veterans was not limited to transatlantic
pilgrimages and international conferences. The American Legion regularly interacted
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with their comrades in the Canadian Legion, a practice no other scholars have examined
before.
Wartime friendships featured prominently in the American Legion’s collective
memory and masked disagreements; however, socioeconomic class and regional
differences also complicated the uniformity of this memory. The national leaders of the
Legion, headquartered in Indianapolis, Indiana, sometimes found themselves at odds with
the rank-and-file members of the Legion who were located in posts across the country.
The local posts complicated the Legion’s overarching collective memory by sometimes
deviating from the national organization’s agenda.
The well-to-do, upper-middle class commanders and directors often had different
wartime experiences and therefore different understandings of how best to serve veterans
than their comrades in the posts. Yet national commanders routinely affirmed the
importance of the posts. The rank-and-file members of the posts made the Legion an
efficient advocate as they donated food and money to needy veterans; helped them
complete their applications for adjusted service compensation certificates; and fraternized
with their former allies, including the Canadian Legionnaires who took note of their
southern counterpart’s success. Delving into these local chapters’ histories has
humanized two large organizations that have been reduced to a series of national leaders
and their memoranda in the past. The local records show how the Legionnaires fulfilled
their organization’s mission and how they responded to the challenges facing them in
peacetime. These histories also remind us that the war was a uniquely personal
experience for each Legionnaire. The remainder of this conclusion will reflect on how
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these organizations’ activities proved they were living memorials and what their
collective memories were.
An Inclusive War
During the interwar years, the American Legion took pride in claiming to be an
inclusive organization that recognized no rank. All who had received an honorable
discharge were welcome to join, according to its constitution, and yet the Legion
remained largely segregated. Its emphasis on inclusivity reflected the founders’ belief
that the war had united the country and that it had the power to transform the American
population. The war, they asserted, erased class and ethnic differences for those who
served in the armed forces. Sacrificing for such a noble cause as freedom was something
which could resonate with everyone. The Legion’s founders constructed a memory of the
war as a struggle to protect liberty, justice, and democracy and perpetuated it in their
organization’s agenda. They translated that wartime narrative into a credo of peacetime
service. They hoped that these idealistic goals would ensure the organization’s relevance
so that they could inculcate their brand of Americanism into the populace. Since many of
the founders were former officers who later forged political connections, they had the
ability to easily transmit this collective memory to the public.
In reality, however, the national leaders could not completely eliminate an
awareness of rank or class and privilege, nor did their vision for a powerful advocacy
group truly welcome all veterans. Even the Legion’s organizational hierarchy belied its
military identity with its commanders, departments, and posts, which encouraged the
construction of separate war memories. Whatever the national leaders may have insisted,
rank-and-file members remembered the distinctions between officers and the men under
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their command. If they ever harbored any resentment toward officers, they sometimes
translated it into disdain for those in command of the Legion. Rank-and-file members
were more apt to focus on how the Legion could provide for them physically and
emotionally. Likewise during the war, they were more preoccupied with meeting their
daily needs than reflecting on the reasons for the conflict. The rank-and-file members,
consequently, tended to recall more personal aspects of their experiences, such as the
friendships they made.
The multiplicity of the Legion’s collective memory is indicative of the nature of
living memorials, and indeed of all war memorials. Although the Legion’s founders and
leaders wanted to implement a specific agenda and memory, the organization’s members
occasionally subverted their plans and complicated this collective memory. Each member
of the Legion found something useful in the organization, but their reasons for joining
and their participation did not necessarily correlate with the founders’ agenda or war
narrative. Although they ostensibly conformed to the organization’s creed when they
joined, members interpreted what sacrifice, service, and camaraderie meant for
themselves, and they carried out the organization’s resolutions as they saw fit.
Nevertheless, since the members did subscribe to a creed that was sufficiently
general in its affirmation of law and order, nationalism, comradeship, and peace, the
American Legion experienced growth during the interwar years. British General Sir
Douglas Haig took note of the American Legion’s success, and it is unsurprising that
within several years of the American Legion’s founding, Haig had spearheaded the
establishment of the British Empire Service League. One member of this league, the
Canadian Legion, regularly fraternized with the American Legion, and their interactions
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contradict claims regarding the American Legion’s isolationism. As they were allies
during the First World War, both organizations’ collective memories are similar. The
Canadian Legion celebrated the war both as a victory for the British Empire and as a
coming-of-age for the Dominion. In particular, the Canadian Legion emphasized
Canada’s contribution at the Battle of Vimy Ridge. The Canadian Legion also strove to
be an inclusive organization, for its founders believed that an amalgamation of smaller
veterans’ associations would benefit more ex-servicemen over all. As the American
Legion contended with overcoming class and ethnic differences, the Canadian Legion
also encountered resistance from veterans from different regions and from those who
doubted one general organization could meet their individual needs. Canada already
boasted numerous veterans’ associations devoted to specific groups, such as amputees,
the blind, and the tubercular. Thus, the Canadian Legion’s motto, “We will remember
them,” focused on the sacrifices all Canadians made for the Empire and the Dominion.
The implied nationalism and political agenda of the American Legion’s motto, “For God
and Country,” is absent. The Canadian Legion’s collective war memory, however, does
resemble the American Legion’s in other ways. Both viewed their contribution to the war
effort as unique. They also despised so-called “slackers” who tried to evade wartime
service and war profiteers who made their fortunes at their countries’, i.e., soldiers’
expense. Since both organizations shared a British heritage, they remembered the war as
necessary to protect freedom and their culture. They maintained that it was their duty to
sacrifice their time and their lives when their country was in danger. To the French
Canadians’ consternation, the Canadian Legion’s war narrative, which largely mirrored
the Canadian government’s, downplayed the French’s participation. Moreover, many
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French Canadians resented being conscripted to fight in the service of an empire that did
not see them as equals. Cognizant that it was trying to unite groups of disparate veterans,
the Canadian Legion thus concentrated on fulfilling its members’ needs by working with
the government. Moreover, the Canadian Legion wished to avoid acquiring the reputation
for spectacle that its southern counterpart had developed and therefore tried its best to
promote cooperation among Canadian veterans. In practice, the American and Canadian
Legions exhibited slight variations in the manner in which they transmitted their
memories of the First World War. The Canadian Legion, on one hand, exemplified a
living memorial in the process of development in the 1920s. The Legionnaires were still
constructing their identity and contemplating what the war meant to them as Canadians.
As a result, the organization emphasized unity among its members and channeled its
resources into providing tangible services for veterans. The American Legion, on the
other hand, epitomized a more sophisticated version of a living memorial in which its
collective war memory and its services were completely entwined. The national
organization projected a narrative that overlay a composite of individual experiences.
This study has sought to uncover and analyze those individual memories that often
complicated and threatened to fracture the organizations’ collective memories. Although
these individual memories were not always visible, they tended to surface when the
organizations tried to tackle an issue that affected the veterans on a personal level.
A Personal War
In their communities, the American Legion posts showed that the war was more
than a clash of ideologies—it was about people. Posts named their headquarters after the
local men who were the first to sacrifice their lives in the war. In this way, the
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headquarters building also became a monument and it was a visual reminder of the war’s
costs. That post’s members were also reminded of why they joined the Legion. In
addition to the ideological reasons, Legionnaires often spoke of their commitment to their
fallen comrades’ dependents and to the disabled. The posts’ activities humanized the
war’s effects when the national leaders relied on rhetoric to rally the rank-and-file
members. Most important, the posts lived out the camaraderie about which the national
organization waxed poetic. They forged a war memory based in friendship that was
sustained by dances, dinners, card parties, and fundraisers. By advocating for a better
existence for the war’s survivors, they believed that they were keeping the faith with the
dead. Freedom, justice, democracy—these ideals meant nothing if those who fought to
protect them were not protected in turn. The soldiers, they declared, represented a special
class of citizens who gave of themselves for a greater good, and the veterans feared being
forgotten by society. They thus made a point of reciting the names of the war dead on
Memorial Day and Armistice Day and regularly visited their disabled comrades in the
hospital. Furthermore, they recorded their posts’ own contributions as living memorials
thereby setting themselves apart from the national organization. By and large, the
American Legionnaires were proud of the sacrifices they had endured during the war,
even if some later believed that the war had been a mistake. They remembered their
service as a life-changing experience that transformed immature youths into adults, and
they saw themselves as participating in something greater than themselves. Though they
affirmed their service, they did not deny its negative effects. The war had exacted
something from all, but especially from those who experienced it first-hand. Only the
veterans themselves could understand how difficult the process of readjusting to civilian
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life was, and they helped each other through this period by meeting together. The
highlights of the Legion’s national conventions were the moments when the delegates
could simply enjoy each other’s company, such as the parades and the parties and outings
that followed the business meetings. By examining the Legionnaires’ regular activities,
this study challenges claims that rank-and-file members transmitted only the national
organization’s collective war memory.
The Canadians’ elevation of the Battle of Vimy Ridge shows that they
commemorated the war as a milestone in Canada’s own development as a nation.
Canadians, as well as other subjects of the British Empire, had a personal stake in the
war, anticipating that their service would result in better representation and more freedom
to govern their own affairs. That the war was a personal experience for Canadians
became an obstacle for the Canadian Legion when it organized in the mid-1920s. At that
time, numerous veterans’ associations existed in the Dominion, each catering to a
particular group of ex-servicemen. Some groups refused to join the Canadian Legion,
citing their concerns that their individual needs would be ignored. Still, camaraderie with
the American Legion helped sustain the new organization. Representatives of the
Canadian Legion received encouragement from the American Legion posts and
departments that invited them to their conventions and other functions. As living
memorials, both Legions needed interaction with and investment from people to remain
relevant in their communities. Rather than simply comparing and contrasting both
associations at the national level, this dissertation analyzes their interactions at the local,
national, and international level to show how the relationship were intertwined.
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An Ongoing War
One thing that the war had taken from American Legionnaires was a sense of
security. They insisted that though the armistice had been signed, the war continued at
home. Pernicious influences, namely Bolshevism, still threatened the US, and by joining
the Legion, members entered into “an everlasting service.” From this perspective, the war
was fought over ideology, whether it was Prussianism or Bolshevism. Anything that the
Legionnaires perceived as detrimental to freedom was the enemy; however, they did
differ as to the best strategy to combat these influences. Some resorted to vigilantism,
which the national leaders were slow to censure, even though they did not sanction it.
Some posts challenged local radicals to a peaceful debate. Many posts made it difficult
for radicals to hold their own forums by encouraging town leaders to deny them permits.
In these cases, the Legionnaires had to take relatively little action because town leaders
respected (or feared) them. They had convinced the public that they were a special class
and uniquely qualified to serve their communities during the interwar years. That many
cities and towns did not contest the Legionnaires’ policing speaks to the power of their
collective memory and their function as living memorials.
Many American and Canadian Legionnaires believed that joining the armed
forces meant entering into a reciprocal relationship with their respective governments.
They pledged to protect the countries from the enemy during wartime, and in turn, they
expected their governments to take care of them if and when they were no longer able to
do so. Others argued that their wartime service was a duty that required no compensation.
The Legionnaires who opposed adjusted compensation and later its early payment during
the Great Depression claimed that since they had sacrificed for their country during
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wartime, they should again during the country’s time of need. In this debate over adjusted
compensation, the primary question involved the definition of service. Did service
demand reciprocity or was it a selfless act? Should it receive continual recognition, or
should communities commemorate the war on Armistice Day only? Factions employed
the memory of the war as a tool to inflict guilt and to drum up support for their position.
Since the American Legion’s leaders’ backgrounds and wartime experiences were
similar, most opposed the bonus. Able-bodied men, they stated, should not cheapen
themselves by accepting a handout. Moreover, they claimed that Legionnaires had a duty
to support their country in difficult times. When the Bonus Expeditionary Force began to
assemble in Washington, D.C., the rank-and-file members of the Legion did what they
thought best. Some sent money or donated supplies to the marchers. Others joined the
march. The debate over the bonus demonstrated how a living memorial weathered
changes and challenges to the object of its commemoration. The Legion’s leaders
eventually capitulated and passed a resolution supporting payment of the bonus but not
before the issue nearly split the organization in half. They realized that if the organization
lost a significant number of members then they would fail in their primary mission. They
would be unable to serve veterans; they would be unable to protect and perpetuate the
ideals for which they had fought; and they would be unable to preserve and to transmit
their collective memory of the war. As living memorials, they recognized the need to
respond to changes within and outside of the organization in order to be able to continue
to function.
The Canadian Legion’s predecessor, the Great War Veterans Association, also
watched the bonus issue divide its ranks and damage its reputation. As an amalgamated
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organization, the Canadian Legion approached the matter of adjusted compensation very
carefully. Its leadership was largely satisfied with the way the government handled the
issue. The Canadian Legion also made little mention of the theme of ongoing service in
the face of continual enemies. Instead, the leaders referred to the war as a new beginning
and a rallying point, and of course, they looked for ways to improve veterans’ quality of
life, such as reforming the pension system. The Canadian Legionnaires wanted to attract
positive publicity and to avoid being stereotyped. Above all, they feared that the public
would come to view them as a drain on society, given what had happened to the
American Civil War veterans’ association, the Grand Army of the Republic. They
therefore stressed the concept of mutual help and encouraged the smaller branches to
accomplish as much as they were able. This tactic hearkened back to the Canadians’
contribution to the British Empire’s war effort during the First World War. The branches
had to pull together and sacrifice for the good of the entire organization if it were to
survive the Great Depression.
When civic leaders attempted to mistreat veterans, the rank-and-file Canadian
Legionnaires came to their aid, however. The 1937 GM strike in Oshawa suggests that
the veterans guarded their reputation and also viewed themselves as a special class.
Premier Mitchell Hepburn’s decision to recruit veterans for his special police to keep
peace during the strike resulted in a strong protest. It was one thing for veterans to have
disagreements within their organization, but it was an entirely different matter for nonveterans to try to malign or manipulate them. Although living memorials require
interaction, the Canadian and American Legionnaires’ actions indicate that they
sanctioned certain types of behavior but did not tolerate non-veterans trying to
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appropriate their memories for their own purposes. Memorials can become beloved
symbols of their communities, and these living memorials experienced the same kind of
elevation in status.
A Shared War
The American Legionnaires’ actions during the interwar period belie the
organization’s reputation for total isolationism. First, the American and Canadian
Legionnaires practiced ongoing service at home as well as abroad. Promoting peace and
goodwill during the interwar period required international cooperation, and it was logical
for the Legionnaires to first look to their former wartime allies for support. The
camaraderie that the Legionnaires fostered in their posts and branches extended beyond
these local confines to cross borders and even oceans. One aspect of the American
Legion that scholars have just begun to explore is its participation in international
veterans’ associations, such as FIDAC. Furthermore, scholars have begun to understand
the significance of the American Legion’s pilgrimage to France in 1927. This study
argues that the pilgrimage had multiple meanings and that it set a precedent for other
veterans’ associations. Ten years had passed since the American Expeditionary Force
first landed in France, and the Legion was eager to demonstrate how the war had changed
the US for the better and how they had been a part of that process. In the interim, the US
had become a world power, a player in international politics. The Legion’s national
leaders envisioned it as an unofficial ambassador for the US; however, the rank-and-file
members looked forward to revisiting the scenes from their youth in which they
experienced glory, love, and friendship. They also remembered their friends who
remained in no man’s land, and they took the opportunity to pay their respects at the
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battlefield cemeteries. The parades that became such a highlight of the Legion national
conventions and the French expedition served a dual purpose. First, they displayed the
veterans’ might and reminded those who lined the streets of both the power they wielded
and of the sacrifices they once made. They moreover showed that all veterans—whether
they were American or French—had been part of a common cause to which they were
still dedicated. Second, they reminded the onlookers that the Legion was more than a
single entity—it was as the newspaper Le Matin reported “a people.” Though the French
government welcomed the Legion to Paris and fêted the veterans, not everyone bought
into the image of a shared sacrifice. Some of the French resented the Legionnaires’
presence and their cavalier attitudes toward the war. They accused the Americans of not
understanding the meaning of real sacrifice, since they had not been invaded, nor had
they spent four years at war. Still, the American Legion asserted that it wanted to
preserve the fragile peace that its veterans had helped to secure, and it remained involved
in FIDAC and endorsed the Kellogg-Briand Pact in 1928.
Finally, it appears that some individual Legionnaires were able to lay aside their
animosity toward their former enemies, even if the leaders of the national organization
remained guarded against Germans and citizens of the Soviet Union. In the 1930s, posts
in Saginaw, Michigan, and Colton, Washington, fraternized with German veterans who
had become members of their communities. The Legionnaires of these posts accepted
veterans, whatever their nationality, if they shared the same ideals. Their behavior
demonstrates another way the posts sometimes deviated from the national organization’s
position by prioritizing their communities’ needs and interpreting their organizational
creed for themselves.
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The Canadians had not had to fight any battles on their home soil, but they had
been in the war from the beginning. When they left on their own pilgrimage to France in
1936, they reflected on the sacrifice they had made at Vimy. In fact, the new monument
to the battle was the reason for and the focus of the trip. The memorial itself suggested
another memory of the battle apart from one of the birth of a national identity. The
woman in the white cowl representing Canada projected a sense of loss and deep
contemplation. Instead of aggression and victory, the memorial commemorated profound
suffering in defense of a civilization. The Canadian Legionnaires also took the
opportunity to ponder the meaning of the war in light of the possibility of the outbreak of
another. They reiterated that they had fought the war to protect the British Empire and to
secure a lasting peace. Since that peace was becoming increasingly fragile, they reached
out to their French allies in solidarity.
During the beginning of the Second World War, the American Legionnaires made
a show of solidarity with their northern counterparts. The Americans’ “goodwill
invasion” of Toronto represented more than a grand gesture; however, for it marked how
the American Legion was shifting from an isolationist point of view to an interventionist
one. As the Legion debated its stance on the US’s foreign policy in the 1930s and early
1940s, they spoke in terms of their experience in the First World War. Their recollections
indicate that their collective memory of the First World War had become more negative
as time passed. The veterans, nevertheless, remembered their service fondly. Some were
eager for American soldiers to go “over there” again to defeat Hitler. Others spoke of the
new war as a continuation of their war and of their belief that the US could not leave
unfinished business in Europe. They equated the invasion of Poland with the invasion of
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Belgium. If the Legion did not come out in favor of intervention, how then could it claim
to value freedom and democracy, they wondered. Some Legionnaires even supported
extending aid to the Soviet Union, despite the isolationists’ objections.
The isolationists, on the other hand, asserted that to support increasing national
defense programs was to protect freedom. Isolationists argued that the US should not
involve itself in another European war. Americans should not allow European
propaganda to persuade them that US intervention was essential. The costs of war were
too high, and this time, most of the Legionnaires would not be the ones to go. The next
generation—their sons, daughters, nephews, and nieces—would make the sacrifices. As
living memorials, the Legion should testify to the war’s brutality, they insisted.
Nevertheless, when the Americans and Canadians came together at Toronto, they
showed a commitment to preserving freedom and their shared culture that was born out
of war-time camaraderie. They had a mutual interest in seeing that the Allies triumphed
in the war, and although the US had not yet declared war, it had come out in favor of the
Lend-Lease Act. In essence, the goodwill invasion focused on international cooperation
and displayed a shift in the Legion’s rhetoric from American nationalism to international
cooperation. As for the Canadian Legion, its leaders anticipated that the war would unite
not only the rank-and-file Legionnaires but all Canadians in a way in which the First
World War had not. Both veterans’ organizations helped to facilitate the creation of new
bonds of friendship and new memories and thus worked to ensure their continued
existence. This is not to say that the American Legion did not display isolationist
tendencies but rather that its isolationism must be understood in relation to the posts’
activities. As living memorials, the local chapters reacted to changes occurring within
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their communities and responded in a way that they deemed appropriate. This study has
offered examples of both extremes: in the early 1920s, some posts engaged in vigilantism
in the name of protecting freedom and democracy, but others adopted a more progressive
approach to dealing with what they considered to be foreign influences.
A War Reimagined
In the early 1940s, many American Legion posts celebrated their twentieth
anniversary. A number of post histories likened this occasion to a coming of age for the
local chapters, and the histories personified the posts. For example, they describe the
units as reaching a milestone birthday and attaining maturity. These posts had “grown
up,” but what did that mean? First, the Legionnaires celebrated two decades as an
organization during which time they had weathered a number of challenges. Second, even
as they acknowledged the gradual passing of their generation, they looked forward to the
future. The organization would continue to grow and change because it was not a static
monument to the First World War.
Now as the American Legion plans to commemorate its centennial, it again
reflects on its origins. The organization refers to its founders as “war-weary veterans”
who constructed something worthwhile from the war. It asserts, “New generations of
veterans depend of the kind of vision shared and expressed by the World War I-era
founders.” 3 The way in which today’s Legion speaks of the First World War has changed
since 1919. None of the war’s participants remain, and thus the memory of the conflict
has altered. It lacks the resonance it once had, but the Legion still treasures its legacy.
Although more wars have occurred since 1919 and new generations have filled the

3

The American Legion, “Legacy & Vision: The American Legion Centennial Celebration,”
http://www.legion.org/documents/legion/pdf/legacy_and_vision.pdf (accessed January 16, 2016), 3.

232

Legion’s ranks, they continue to display an understanding of their predecessors’ vision in
the midst of new challenges. For example, new generations of veterans can benefit from
the Legion’s past accomplishments without joining the organization, so veterans’
associations have less appeal. Advances in technology allow veterans to establish their
own networks wherever they are in the world, and they can start and maintain their own
memorials at little cost. The increased mobility of the population complicates endeavors
to build community. Finally, an aging membership threatens the loss of institutional
history. Despite these obstacles, lingering problems, such as the Veterans Administration
scandal and the stigma surrounding Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, prove that veterans’
associations can still be advocates. For good or ill, veterans’ associations such as the
American and Canadian Legions have poured their resources into this mission, and as a
result, they can never be forgotten.

Copyright © Mary E. Osborne 2016.
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